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INTO THE VALLEY 


A Skirmish 
of the Marines 




Q THE EIGHTH DAY OF 

October in the first year of our war, I went down 
into a valley with Captain Charles Rigaud of 
the United States Marines. A small skirmish took 
place down there. 

The valley was on Guadalcanal Island, but it 
might have been anywhere. 

The skirmish was just an episode in an insig- 
nificant battle. The whole battle, which lasted 
three days, did not bring as much reward to our 
arms as several other battles on that island and 
elsewhere have done. 

But the battle, and especially the skirmish with 
Rigaud, illustrated how war feels to men every- 
where. The terrain, the weapons and the races 
of war vary, but certainly never the sensations. 
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except in degree, for they are as universal as those 
of love. 

This book is an attempt to recapture the feel- 
ings of Rigaud, his men, and myself, when we 
went into that jungle valley. If people in the 
homes could feel those feelings for an hour, or 
even just know about them, I think we would be 
an inch or two closer to winning the war and try- 
ing like hell to make the peace permanent. 

The characters of this book all are or were real 
men, and any resemblance to characters of fic- 
tion is purely coincidental. In order to spare the 
feelings of next of kin, I have changed the names 
of three men— the ones who are called in this 
book Utley, Bauer and O’Brien. 

Rigaud’s skirmish came on the second day of 
the battle, so I shall briefly give the background 
as 1 saw it. 

The action was called the Third Battle of the 
Matanikau River. Few Americans have ever 
heard of the Matanikau River, to say nothing of 
its Third Battle. The river is a light brown 
stream winding through a jungle valley about 
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five miles west of Henderson Field. When I 
arrived on Guadalcanal, our forces did not hold 
positions out to the Matanikau. The Japs were 
moving up in some strength, evidently to try to 
establish their bridgehead— the first in a series 
of heavy moves against our camp. It became im- 
perative for our troops to push to the river and 
force the enemy back beyond it, before it was 
too late. 

The first two battles of the Matanikau River 
had been earlier attempts to do just that. In the 
first one, the Marines tried to do the job fron- 
tally, but their force was too small. In the second, 
they tried a tactic of encirclement, but again not 
enough men were thrown into action. This third 
time, with the enemy constantly growing in 
strength, there could be no question of fail- 
ing. . . . 


“AwrightI Reveille! It’s six o’clock. Come on, 
fellas, all out. Reveille! ” 

Although it was just barely light, it did not 
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take much persuasion to start the men in Colonel 
Amor Leroy Sims’s camp stirring. They wan- 
dered out to brush their teeth, to shave, to start 
cramming things into their packs, to polish their 
already polished rifles. 

Word was passed up through the encamp- 
ment: “Mass at six-thirty for those who want it. 
Six-thirty mass.” Attendance was pretty good 
that morning. While that religious rite was being 
carried out, there was also a pagan touch. Four 
buzzards flew over the camp. “To the right 
hand,” said a young marine, like a Roman sage. 
“Our fortunes will be good.” 

One of the last orders we had heard Colonel 
Sims gfive the evening before was to the officer of 
the mess: “Breakfast in the morning must be a 
good, solid, hot meal. And if we get back from 
starving ourselves for two or three days out there 
and find that you fellows who stay behind have 
been gourmandizing, someone’ll be shot at 
dawn.” 

Breakfast was solid, all right— our last square 
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meal for three days. On the table there were huge 
pans full of sliced pineapples, beans, creamed 
chipped beef, a rice-and-raisin stew, crackers, 
canned butter, jam and coflEee. 

As the units began lining up to move out, the 
first artillery barrage broke out— 75’s and 105’s 
coughing deeply, and then a minute later the an- 
swering coughs, far out; At 8:30 the column 
Parted to move. We had a good long hike ahead 
of us. Colonel Sims’s encampment was about 
eight miles from the Matanikau, but terrain 
would fprce the column to move at least fifteen 
miles before contact. 

The first sensation when we began to move 
against the enemy was one of great elation. In the 
marines, this came out as boasting. 

“We’re not so dumb,’’ one said. “We don’t 
own this lousy island, and we don’t want to own 
it, never. All we want is to knock the hell out of 
these Japs.” 

Another said: “And we will, you can bet your 
shirt we will.” 
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A third chimed in: “When you get a little far- 
ther out, you’ll begin to smell the dead Japs 
we've left up in the trees and on the ridges.” 

Gradually the column fell into silence. The 
walking, which had been casual and purposely 
out of step, began to get stiSer and more formal, 
and finally much of the column was in step. On 
the engfineers’ crudely bull-dozed roadway, there 
began to be a regular crunch-crunch-crunch that 
reminded me of all the newsreels I had seen of 
feet parading on asphalt, to a background of 
cheering and band music. As a matter of fact we 
had a band with us, but the bandsmen were 
equipped with first-aid stuff, stretchers and rifles. 

For a time the column wound through thick 
jungle, then emerged on a grassy plain edged by 
a kind of Great Wall of steep, bare ridges. Just 
before we reached the first of the ridges. Colonel 
Sims turned in his position at the head of the col- 
umn and said: “Ten minute break. Get off the 
road, spread right out.” 

Lieutenant Colonel Julian Frisbie, Colonel 
Sims’s hulking executive oflBcer, sat cross-legged 
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in the grass and thundered at me: “Would you 
like to hear about our plan of operation?” 

“It is a very simple scheme,” he explained. 
“We know that the Japs have moved up into posi- 
tions on the other side of the mouth of the Ma- 
tanikau. Perhaps some of them have already 
crossed to this side. Our aim is to cut off and kill 
or capture as many as we can. Those which we 
don’t pocket we must drive back. 

“Edson— that’s Colonel Merritt Edson, who 
trained the first Marine raiders— will push a hold- 
ing attack to the river right at its mouth, and try 
to make the Japs think that we intend to force a 
crossing there. Whaling actually will force a 
crossing quite a little higher up, and then will 
wheel downstream beside the river. Hanneken 
will lead part of our force through behind Whal- 
ing, will go deeper than Whaling, and then cut 
right. Then Puller will go through deeper yet 
and cut right too. If necessary another force will 
go around by sea in Higgins boats and land be- 
hind the Japs to close the trap. 

“This is very much like a plan Lee used at the 
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Chickahominy, when he had Magruder make a 
demonstration south of the river, and sent D. H. 
Hill, A. P. Hill and Longstreet across at succes- 
sive bridges, with Jackson closing the trap at the 
rear. We aren’t sending the units in with quite 
the same pattern, but it’s the same general idea. 
The advantage of our scheme is that Whaling 
goes in, and if he finds the going impossible, we 
haven’t yet committed Hanneken and Puller, 
and we can revise our tactics. 

“I think it’ll work.” 

“All up! Let’s go!” 

The column started sluggishly up again. It 
wound up over the ridges, past a battery of 75’s, 
through a gap in the double-apron barbed-wire 
barrier, and out into the beginnings of No Man’s 
Land. After we came out on the last and highest 
ridge. Colonel Sims and I walked by a shortcut 
down to a coastwise road. We commandeered a 
jeep and rode forward as far as we could. This 
coast sector was where Colonel Edson, past 
master of the bush, was staging his holding at- 
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tack. We asked our way to his command post. 

Colonel Edson is not a fierce marine. In fact, 
he appears almost shy. Yet Colonel Edson is prob- 
ably among the five finest combat commanders in 
all the American armed forces. “I hope the Japs 
will have some respect for American fighting 
men after this campaign,” he says so quietly you 
have to lean forward to catch it all. “I certainly 
have learned respect for the Japs. What they have 
done is to take Indian warfare and apply it to the 
twentieth century. They use all the Indian tricks 
to demoralize their enemy. They’re good, all 
right, but”— Colonel Edson’s voice trails off to an 
embarrassed whisper— “I think we’re better.” 

Edson’s forward command post stood in the 
last of the palm trees, and consisted of a foxhole 
and a field telephone slung on a coconut tree. As 
we came up, he was sitting on the ground, 
hunched over, talking to one of his units on the 
phone. 

When he was through phoning, Sims asked 
him what his situation was. “Only slight contact 
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SO far,” he said. “We’ve met about a company of 
Japs on this side of the river, and they seem to be 
pretty well placed.” 

“I hope the muzzlers aren’t pulling back,” 
Sims said. 

“Don’t think so. They seem to have some mor- 
tars on the other side of the river, and I think 
they’re pretty solid over there.” 

For the next two hours and more we were to 
witness some waiting which was nearly disastrous 
to the general plan. The waiting was caused by 
the watering of our force. The men had hiked 
more than ten miles under a broiling sun, and 
mostTiad-emptied-their canteens. No one was cer- 
tain when there would be another chance to 
water up— and water is the most precious com- 
modity in human endurance. Therefore it was 
extremely important for the men to fill up. 

The disaster was the way they filled up. The 
water source was a big trailer tank, which had 
been towed out from the camp by a truck. The 
tank had only one faucet, and each man had to 
file by, turn the faucet on, hold his canteen under 
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it, and turn it ofiE again. This took time. Ear too 
much time. 

While the slow line moved by the tank, the 
men did not look like people about to be oEEered 
up for sacrifice; on the contrary, they looked like 
Americans waiting for a ball game to start, or 
merely getting rid of Saturday afternoon. 

A lanky private named George E. Morgan sat 
on the hood of a jeep, reading an article by Wal- 
ter Winchell, entitled Americans We Can Do 
Without. He looked up from his article, and said: 
“This Winchell sure is right: makes you sick to 
think about all the rackets that are going on at 
home while there’s a war out here. Did you hear 
the scutdebutt about Winchell being killed in an 
airplane accident?” 

Across the road, Abner Partee (“Private, sir- 
most popular rank in the service”) played his 
accustomed game of pretending to shirk. One of 
his ofiicers told me he was actually a pretty hard- 
working fellow, but he certainly liked to talk, in 
his lazy Georgia drawl, about doing less. “I got a 
hunderd thirty rounds of machine gun ammuni- 



tion over here I’m a-hankerin’ to fire. If I should 
happen to shoot a mess of Japs, and if I should 
happen to run out’n ammunition, then I reckon 
I wouldn’t have to carry it, would I?” 

The only intense scene I saw in the whole two 
hours of watering was a boy sitting beside the 
road against a tree trunk reading what must have 
been ten large pages of closely packed writing. 
The paper was crumpled and soiled: obviously 
he had read the letter right into his memory. 
After he finished, this time, he tore the pages in 
two, then tore the halves into quarters, and kept 
on tearing until there was a pathetic little con- 
fetti of farewell beside that Guadal road. 

We turned off the beach road and cut up 
through a jungle defile parallel to the Matani- 
kau. Now we were really moving into position, 
and word was passed that we must be on the look- 
out for snipers. The trail led us constantly up- 
ward. Occasionally we would break out onto a 
grassy knoll, then plunge back into the jungle. 

By 3: 15 our column had emerged on the crest 
of a broad and fairly high ridge which looked 



down over the whole area of battle. It was here 
that I first came to understand the expression 
“the fog of war.” We thought we knew where we 
were, then found we didn’t, then found it wasn’t 
too easy to find out. All around us there was a 
maze of ridges like ours fringed with scallops of 
jungle. The Matanikau was hidden from our 
view by intervening ridges, so that we were not 
very sure of its course. 

Fortunately we were high enough to see the 
coastline: we could figure out where we were by 
triangulation. One of the men took a bearing on 
Point Cruz, off to our left. Then he took a bear- 
ing on Lunga Point, back where the camp lay. He 
drew the two lines of bearing on the map, tan- 
gent to the tips of the points— and where the lines 
crossed was supposed to be our position. The first 
time we tried it, the lines crossed in jungle on 
the map, and we were on top of a ridge. The com- 
pass needle was wobbly, and it was necessary to 
take an average of the extremities of its wobbles. 
It was not the kind of compass work that would 
have pleased a sealubber. But the second try 



seemed a little more reasonable, and by sending 
a runner to investigate the configuration of a 
clump of trees, we were able to establish exactly 
where we were. 

Lieutenant Colonel Puller’s men were follow- 
ing us up the trail. When Colonel Sims found 
where we were, he told Colonel Puller that we 
would have to push on, even though darkness 
might shut down before we got to the prear- 
ranged bivouac. Now Colonel Puller is one of the 
hardest marine officers to restrain, once he gets 
started. He is as proud of his men as they are of 
him. And so when Colonel Sims told him to move 
on, he threw out his chest, blew out his cheeks, 
and said: “That’s fine. Couldn’t be better. My 
men are prepared to spend the night right on the 
trail. And that’s the best place to be if you want 
to move anywhere.’’ 

Colonel Frisbie overheard this and couldn’t 
resist giving The Puller a rib. “Gwan,” he said, 
“we know your men are tough. The trouble with 
the trails along these ridges is that there’s not 
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enough horse dung for your men to use as pil- 
lows,” 

As we moved forward, the high flat snap of 
Jap sniper’s rifles became more and more fre- 
quent. Once in a while, from nowhere, a lone 
bullet would sing over our heads, and hundreds 
of men would involuntarily duck, even though 
the bullet was long past. The worst seemed to 
come from a valley ahead and to the left of us. 
Down there Whaling was trying to force his way 
through to the river, and his men were meeting 
not only sniper fire but occasional machine-gun 
and mortar fire. When I looked at the faces of a 
handful of Colonel Sims’s young men, who by 
now were already friends of mine— C. B., Bill, 
Ralph, Irving, Ted— I saw that they were no 
longer boastful joking lads. The music in that 
valley made them almost elderly. 

Our bivouac for the night was on a ridge right 
above the valley, and we hardly had time to set 
up our radio equipment and to get the field tele- 
phone working when the walking wounded be- 
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gan to dribble up the awful incline out of the 
valley: young fellows with bandages wrapped 
scarf-like around their necks or with arms in 
slings, or with shirts off and a huge red and white 
patch on the chest. They struggled up that forty- 
five degree slope, absolutely silent about what 
they had seen and how they felt, most with a ciga- 
ret dangling lifelessly, perhaps unlit, out of one 
corner of the mouth, their eyes varnished over 
with pain. 

Near the equator, the sun rises at about six and 
sets at about six all year round. By a quarter past 
six that night, it was nearly dark. An overcast was 
settling down: it looked like rain. 

Gradually our bivouac settled down for the 
night. The men snuggled down into whatever 
comfortable spots they could find. They couldn’t 
find many, because Guadal’s ridges came up, 
once upon a time, out of the sea, and their com- 
position is nine-tenths crumbled coral— not the 
stuff of beauty-rest. 

C. B. had had the sense, as I had not, to look for 
a comfortable bed before it got pitch dark. The 
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spot he picked was at the militaty crest: not on 
top of the ridge, but a little down the side— so 
that we would not be silhouetted at dawn, and so 
that sniper fire from the opposite side of the 
ridge could not reach us. Somehow he had found 
a place about twelve feet wide and six feet long 
where the coral was quite finely crumbled. When 
he heard me stumbling around and cursing 
coral, he called me over. I took off my pack and 
my canteen, folded my poncho double, and 
settled down. There was nothing to serve as pil- 
low except either my pack, which was full of ra- 
tion cans, or my steel helmet. I finally found that 
the most comfortable arrangement was to put my 
helmet on, and let it contend with the coral. 

“Well, what do you think of the Marines?” 
C. B. asked. 

I told him I was sold. 

“They’re a pretty fine bunch,” he said. “Lots 
of this particular gang are pretty green, but 
they’re willing and bright. There’s no bitching 
among the privates in the Marine Corps for two 
reasons. The first is that they’re all volunteers. If 



one of them starts talking back, the ofiicer says: 
‘Nobody drafted you, Mac,’ and every time, the 
squawker stops squawking. The other thing is 
that these men are a really high type. In peace- 
time the Corps only accepted about twenty per- 
cent of the applicants. In fact, the only difference 
between our officers and our privates is luck. One 
fellow got a break that the other didn’t happen 
to get, and so he has the advantage of position.” 

C. B. started talking then about the enemy. 
‘‘They’re full of tricks,” he said. ‘‘You’ll see that 
when you go into the jungle after them. They 
hide up in the trees like wildcats. Sometimes 
when they attack, they scream like a bunch of 
terrified cattle in a slaughter house. Other times 
they come on so quiet they wouldn’t scare a snake. 
One of their favorite tricks is to fire their machine 
guns off to one side. That starts you shooting. 
Then they start their main fire under the noise 
of your own shooting. Sometimes they use fire- 
crackers as a diversion. Other times they jabber 
to cover the noise of their men cutting through 
the underbrush with machetes. You’ve probably 
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heard about their using white surrender flags to 
suck us into traps. We’re onto that one now. . . 

And suddenly, like a child falling off in the 
middle of a bedtime story, C. B. was breathing 
hard and regfularly. From then on, the nig^t was 
in my hands, and I didn’t like it. 

My bedroom was the hollow empty sky; and 
every once in a while a 105-mm. shell would 
scream in one window and out the other. We lay 
within two hundred yards of where the shells 
were landing, and we heard the peculiar drilling 
sound you get only on the receiving end of artil- 
lery fire. All through the night snipers took pot 
shots at the ridges. 

It was five in the morning before I dropped off. 
At five-thirty it started raining, and I woke up 
again. So did all the marines. The poncho 
helped, but rain infiltrates better than the Japs. 
Soon a spot here, a patch there, got wet. With 
the damp came chills, and before long there were 
a lot of miserable marines. The only consolation 
was that across the way there were undoubtedly a 
lot of miserable Japs. 
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The artillery and plane barrage that morning 
was a grim show from our grandstand ridge. The 
climax of the show was when two TBF’s, the 
Navy’s most graceful planes, came over and 
dropped two strings of hundred-pound bombs. 
From our ridge we could see the bombs leave 
their bays, describe their parabola, and fall, ter- 
ribly, exactly where they were intended to fall. 
All along our ridge and the next, the marines 
stood up and cheered. 

When the barrage subsided, huge white birds 
circled in terror over the jungle across the way 
and we had visions of the Japs circling in terror 
underneath. Bill, evidently thinking of them, 
said quietly: “War is nice but peace is nicer.” 

All that morning, while time seemed so impor- 
tant to a layman, we waited. The plan was for 
Whaling to force his crossing, after which Sims’s 
men, under Hanneken and Puller, would follow 
through. 

We settled down to wait for Whaling to have 
success. A few of us crept out on a knoll which 
towered above the river itself; we could look 
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down on the area where Whaling’s men were do- 
ing their bitter work, and we could hear the chat- 
ter of their guns, but we could see no movement, 
so dense was the growth. In mid-morning we did 
see seven Japs running away up a burnt-off ridge 
across from us. A machine gun about twenty feet 
from us snapped at their heels, and they dived for 
cover. “How do you like the sound of that gun?” 
crowed one of the gunners. “That’s the best 
damn gun in the regiment— in the Corps, for that 
matter.” 

At 11:40 a.m. the first of Whaling’s men ap- 
peared on the ridges across the river. A signalman 
semaphored back the identification of the unit, 
so that we would not fire on them. At 1 1 145 a.m. 
Whaling sent a message back that the crossing 
had been secured. Colonel Hanneken’s men be- 
gan to move. 

It was time for me to join a unit and go down. 


Captain Charles Alfred Rigaud, standing 
there in the drizzle about to lead his heavy ma- 
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chine gun company into an impossible situation, 
looked like anything except a killer who took no 
prisoners. He had a boy’s face. There were large, 
dark circles of weariness and worry under his 
eyes. His mustache was not quite convincing. 

We stood on a high grassy ridge above a three 
hundred foot cliff, across from another, similar 
ridge. Between the two ridges lay the impossi- 
bility: a valley of unbelievably thick jungle. In 
the valley there was a little stream which ran into 
the Matanikau River. 

I had walked along the ridge asking the men of 
the company who their commanding officer was. 

They had said: “The Captain, along the line 
there.” 

It was not easy to find him, because all the of- 
ficers had removed insignia from their uniforms: 
the shiny little bars might catch snipers’ eyes. I 
walked up to two burly fellows, who had expres- 
sions of command on their unshaven faces, and 
asked if either of them was the captain. 

“No,” one of them said, “you want Captain 
Rigaud,” and they pointed farther along. 
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When I finally came on him, he was talking 
quietly to a couple of his platoon leaders. I was 
surprised that such a slight, fragile body, with 
shoulders so stooped and such a soft voice, should 
be the commander. 

I asked: "Are you the Captain?” 

“I am Rigaud,” he said. 

“Where are you headed?” 

“Down there.” He pointed into the valley. 
“Our mission is to clear the valley of snipers, get 
to the river, and force a crossing.” 

“Is that a tough assignment?” 

Captain Rigaud looked as if he thought it 
would be, but he said: “Whaling’s outfit has al- 
ready crossed the river farther up, and they’re 
supposed to be working around behind the Japs 
opposite here. If we catch ’em between two fires, 
it ought to be easy.” 

Captain Rigaud had no way of knowing that 
Whaling’s force was going to run into trouble as 
it tried to outflank the Japs— and that therefore 
Rigaud’s mission in the valley was to be doomed 
before it got very far under way. 



I asked if I could go along with him. 

“You can go if you want to,” he said, as if any 
one who would want to was crazy. My valor was 
certainly of ignorance; if I had had any under- 
standing of what Company H might meet, I 
never would have gone along. 


What happened to Company H in that valley 
happened in the particular way it did because of 
the particular kind of person Captain Rigaud 
was. In the valley I found out what the surface of 
him was like; since then I have learned a few de- 
tails of what was underneath. 

About nine and one half thousand miles to the 
northeast of the valley on Guadal, there is a house 
which is low, shingled with wood, and painted a 
very light color. It is on a small farm within the 
corporation of the village of Oriskany Falls, New 
York. Except for one, the rooms of this house are 
all on one floor, and they include a living room, 
dining room, kitchen and three bedrooms. One 
small bedroom is located upstairs. Rig’s room 



[ 27 ] 

was a gcx)d-sized bedroom in the right rear corner 
of the house. It was always very tidy when he was 
home, and his clothes were always hung up as 
neatly as possible because he always took the best 
care of them. In the morning his room was situ- 
ated so as to fill right up with sunshine, like a glass 
with sweet cider. 

There used to be music in the house. Rig be- 
gan to play the violin when he was seven years 
old, taking lessons from a man named Frank 
Brock. At first it was often painful, when all he 
could produce was a whine from the open strings 
and his left arm got so tired from holding it as Mr. 
Brock said he must, so that he could see his elbow 
on the right side of the fiddle. But later, when he 
began to learn the second and third positions, 
and could play such things as Salut d’ Amour, it 
was not bad. Later still, he carried his violin back 
and forth to school and played in the orchestra 
there, and then he went for lessons about twenty 
miles into Utica, at the Conservatory of Music. 

His music began to be a pleasure. He used to 
play by the hour with his uncle, a piano player. 
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One piece they used to play a great deal was Joan 
of Arc, by a composer whose name it is easy to 
forget. One of his sisters also used to play the 
piano with him, though not quite so well; and 
his younger brother Sidney took up the tuba, but 
that didn’t go terribly well with the violin. 

He liked both classical music and dance music. 
He played with the Oriskany Falls Church Civic 
Orchestra, but he also used to play very gaily at 
dances at the Falls and over at Franklin Springs. 
These were mostly square dances. 

Rig liked dances very much. He liked girls 
very much, and they liked him. He never had 
any trouble getting dances. But he never did 
seem to get serious about any one girl, because 
he looked ahead and decided there was no place 
in his life for a woman, as yet. He was always as 
neat as possible around girls, his hair and clothes 
had to be just so. But he never talked seriously 
about marriage and such, because he wanted to 
do certain things in life first. 

He was very ambitious. His father’s father and 
his father were both barbers. They had had a 
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shop together until Grandfather Rigaud grew 
too old for trimming with a razor. Rig’s father 
was a very nice man who was perfectly devoted to 
his home and children, but Rig did not want to 
be a barber. He wanted to make some money and 
get out into the world. 

He would work for a dollar wherever he could 
get it. He used to work as a gas station attendant 
for the uncle of his chum, Charles Engle, he 
mowed lawns around the town, and he would 
wash windows for Mr. Coveil, the station master. 

And he took his work in school quite seriously. 
When Rig went there, the high school was just a 
wooden structure, very small. There were two 
stories, the grades on the lower floor and the 
junior and senior high upstairs. On the roof there 
was a belfry which concealed a large bell which 
used to ring at school time. Rig was almost always 
on hand when the last bell rang. He was very 
studious and naturally intelligent above the 
average, and for all four years his marks were 
over ninety. He excelled especially in mathe- 
matics, for he got a hundred in elementary and 



intermediate algebra; he got ninety-eight in 
plane geometry. When it came to reading, he 
would always choose something historical, such 
as a book about Lafayette (he even preferred his- 
torical movies to any others). He would always 
argue with the teacher when he thought he was 
right, and one day, when the teacher and one of 
the girls in history class began talking about 
something entirely beside the point, Rig said 
right out: “All right, let’s get back to history.” 

But he wasn’t stuck in the mud. He always 
found time for a laugh in school, and he was al- 
ways planning something. He called Charles 
Engle “Mac,” and he would always be saying: 
Mac, let’s go to the dance at Madison or let’s go 
roller skating or let’s go have a good old wiener 
roast, for he always had a suggestion. 

And he was very playful with the girls and even 
the teachers. There was one teacher— she was tiny 
—who asked him one day to hand her a piece of 
chalk. Rig reached into the holder and grabbed 
two pieces, one short and one long. He started to 
hand her the long piece but suddenly changed 



his mind and gave her the short piece because she 
was so tiny, saying: “I’ll give you the short one as 
you can’t handle the other one.” 

His favorite sports were not of the usual kind, 
although he played an average game of basket- 
ball. What he liked best was to be outdoors. 

Rig was right at home on a horse’s back, and for 
several years he had a pure white pony named 
Queenie. After that he and Mac used to go over 
to a nearby farmer in Pleasant Valley who had 
riding horses, and they would never miss the 
horse races at Brookfield Fair. Brookfield is a 
small town tucked way back in the country, 
beautiful and mysterious country, where the no- 
torious Loomis gang once lived. The fairgrounds 
were outside the village, and woods and hills 
were all around. The Fair was the same as any 
city carnival, except that the grounds embraced 
a race track a mile around. A small grandstand 
stood to one side of the track, and between the 
stand and the track there was a platform where 
vaudeville acts were put on. Then there were 
horse races, both riding and trotting. The crowd 
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would be made up entirely of people from the 
surrounding rural communities, mostly farmers 
and their wives. Rig and Mac would pick out 
horses they thought were going to win, but they 
would never bet any money on their choices, for 
although their choices were often very good, 
their money was not often very plentiful. 

The two friends used to go hunting together. 
They used to put a coin against a tree and shoot 
at it, and Rig proved to be a crack shot. He loved 
to go after pheasant, which he would do with the 
help of an English setter, Bessie, who adored him. 
In late years when he came home from college, 
Bessie would bound all over the large yard 
around the house and then around the barn and 
through the vegetable garden and into the pas- 
ture and back, crazy-happy. With Bessie, Rig and 
Mac would go out and bag some pheasant or 
rabbit or grey squirrel. 

They also trapped. One fall they went around 
to look at their traps and they had a skunk in one. 
He was very much alive, and they were trying to 
figure out how to kill him without getting plas- 
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tered when Rig suddenly lifted his hatchet and 
threw it at him. The butt end hit the skunk in 
the head and the problem was over. He was a 
quarter-stripe skunk, and the pair hung him up 
on a clothes line and picked the white fur out of 
him so as to get more money. The fur buyer 
never noticed and the boys got the price of a 
black skunk. 

There was nothing Rig liked better than to 
cook and eat what they shot. In the still of a 
crisp autumn evening, they would go over to 
Lake Morraine, a small lake about two miles 
long. Midway on the lake was a piece of land 
which stuck out into the water. They called 
this The Point. Out there on The Point they 
would build an open fire and roast their game 
and eat it with exclamations of self-satisfaction. 
Opposite The Point there was a dancehall where 
they used to dance quite often, and although 
Rig was an excellent dancer and fond of it, when- 
ever he was on The Point he would say how glad 
he was not to be over there in the dance hall. 

Besides all the play, though, there was quite a 
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bit of work around home. His father kept four 
or five cows, and they had to be filled up and 
drained all the time. And there were things to 
do in the house, helping his mother. Fortunately 
there were the others— Ralph and Sidney and 
Helen and Phyllis— to lend their hands, too. 

Rig’s mother was a good mother. Of medium 
height, slender, with cheeks rosier than rouge 
and a very sweet smile, she was always at home, 
entirely absorbed in the rearing of her children. 
She was always confident that her children would 
do the right thing, and as they grew older she 
left them very much on their own. She was al- 
ways generous, and if anything alarmed her, she 
hid what she felt. She was a good mother. 

It had been Rig’s ambition to go to West Point. 
“He had the brains,” they say at the Falls, “but 
not the drag, that is the trouble with our coun- 
try today, they don’t pick a man on his merits, it’s 
just who he knows.” And so when the West Point 
thing fell through, he picked the Forestry Col- 
lege at Syracuse. At Syracuse he worked very 
hard, especially on his R.O.T.C. course. Mac 
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went up to help him graduate, and he watched 
Rig proudly and enviously as he got his diploma. 
Senator Vandenberg gave the address. Rig grad- 
uated as a second lieutenant in the U. S. Army. 

But he had his heart set on the Marines. He 
went down to New York to take his physicals, 
passed them, and went off to Philadelphia for 
basic training. He graduated as a second lieu- 
tenant of Marines in the month when the Nazis 
broke through into the Lowlands. 

Everybody in Oriskany Falls thought that the 
Marines were very good for Rig, and his close 
friends knew that he was good for the Marines. 
When he came home, he looked so spruce and 
neat and confident. 

Of course it was very hard when he had to go 
away for good. A lot of people missed him around 
the town; girls as well as boys. But most of all, 
of course, his mother missed him. She continued 
to be very brave, for she could see the constant 
danger of his life, and yet she would not show her 
concern. She worried constantly but she would 
tell Mac that Rig was doing exactly as he wanted 
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to do and nothing could change his ideas. 

He was really something to be proud of, after 
all. “Well,” he wrote in one of his letters, “as you 
probably have suspected I am a true veteran now. 
I have been through Tulagi and Guadalcanal 
which no doubt you have read about. And we 
really slapped the Japs. That’s about all I can 
tell you of the operation.” 

And later; “I am alive and well and after what 
I’ve seen that is the most you can ask for. Don’t 
worry about me, I am having fun and getting 
campaign ribbons. I was recommended for dec- 
oration on Tulagi.” 

Apparently life was not too serious. “It is very 
hot and real tropical here,” he wrote. “The Hotel 
Coral Gables is my lean-to made of palm leaves. 
Somebody tacked that sign on it.” 

And he seemed to be with fine men. He wrote: 
“I still have my same command, and believe me 
they are a fighting outfit— not a boy in the lot, 
although some are very young— I must be getting 
old.” 
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But the thing that was nicest was when he 
talked about home. Sometimes he did it jokingly, 
like this: “Some men got magazines in the mail. 
We laugh at a lot of this U.S.O. stuff for the 
Army, etc. I guess they forget all about the Ma- 
rines but well do the fighting.” 

But sometimes he was serious, as when he 
wrote: 

“I’d like to be home now. The Fall is so nice.” 


Captain Rigaud’s company was a veteran unit. 
His boys were blooded. They had been in every 
battle so far, and with the possible exception of 
Edson’s Raiders, a gang of bush-fighting spe- 
cialists, there was no unit which had been in such 
tough spots. They had learned that war is a hard 
bargainer: for a handful of minor successes they 
had had to pay dearly— twenty-two young, unful- 
filled lives. 

They were proud of their toughness, and while 
Captain Rigaud went up and down the line giv- 
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ing quiet orders for the descent, two non-coms 
took me in hand to make sure that I understood 
their worth. 

“You should’ve seen where they put us that 
awful night on Lunga Ridge when the Japs al- 
most got through to the airfield,” one said. 

The other said: “They always give us the dirty 
work.” 

“We was at the Tenaru River, too,” the first 
said. “That was where we really laid ’em out 
in stacks.” 

“They always send us in for the mean jobs,” 
said the second. 

“We got the best damn machine gun platoons 
in the regiment. And I guess mortar batteries 
don’t come any better than our battery. Old Lou 
Diamond runs it— ever heard of him? Too bad 
his bunch isn’t around so you could see for your- 
self.” 

“Yeah,” said the second, “look where they’ve 
got old Lou now: down by the beach with the 
holding attack: heaviest work of the whole damn 
battle.” 
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Most marines boast about their unit, but it 
happens that I had seen Lou Diamond’s battery 
in action and had been told by impartial men 
that it was one of the best batteries in the whole 
Corps. If the rest of Rigaud’s men were as good, 
I was in steady hands. The reason I had found 
out about Lou Diamond was that while visiting 
Colonel Edson’s command post in the area of the 
holding attack the day before, I had heard a mor- 
tar battery making twice the racket a mortar bat- 
tery usually makes. The extra noise was shout- 
ing. When I asked whose it was, I was told that 
the voice belonged to Master Gunner Sergeant 
Lou Diamor d, who was said to be approximately 
two hundred years old. 

Presently I saw him— a giant with a full grey 
beard, an admirable paunch, and the bearing of 
a man daring you to insult him. They told me 
that Lou was so old that there was some question 
whether to take him along on such a hazardous 
job as the Solomons campaign. He was getting 
too unwieldly to clamber up and down cargo 
nets. On one of the last days before embarkation, 
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Lou found that they were debating about his an- 
tiquity. So he went out and directed loading 
operations with such violence that for a time he 
lost his voice entirely; the next morning he was 
told he could go along. 

Here he was, proving that even if he out- 
Methuselahed Methuselah, he would still be the 
best damn mortar man in the Marines. As we 
went by, he was, as usual, out of patience. He 
wanted to keep on firing, and had been told to 
hold back. “Wait and wait and wait and wait,” 
he roared. “God, some people around here’ll 
fall on their ass from waiting. . . 

And so hearing that Lou Diamond was in 
Rigaud’s company clinched my trust in it. But 
even without Diamond, these men looked like 
the sort you would pick for bodyguard on a 
dark night. This was especially true if you 
looked, not at their faces, but at their gear and 
physique. 

The only element of uniformity was their bat- 
tle dress. “Utilities,” as they are called, are of 
tough green cloth, which will neither tear nor 



show in the jungle. The shirt has an open collar, 
loose sleeves, and, over the heart, a patch pocket 
with the Marine Corps insignia, a globe symboliz- 
ing the Marines’ ubiquitousness (they are proud 
of it: “From the halls of Montezuma to the shores 
of Tripoli . . The pants are generous, like 
overalls. Most of Company H had their pants 
tucked into their socks, or tied snug around their 
ankles; many had them tied, as I did, with pieces 
of captured Japanese straw rope. 

But aside from their utilities, they were as vari- 
ous and vicious looking as a bunch of pirates. No 
two packs were of the same size. Each man 
brought just what he thought he would want and 
need. The minimum was a poncho, a canteen, ra- 
tions and a spoon. More provident men had 
slipped in a few symbols, at least, of comfort: 
cigarets in little water-tight tins, salt tablets to 
compensate for sweat, small first aid packages. 

Every man had sneaked along something he 
thought no one else had— something he had 
wheedled from the quartermaster or swiped from 
a store-tent. Before our departure from camp a 
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young captain had taken me into his tent and 
slipped me two extra bars of Ration D, the choco- 
late ration, which he said he had gotten never 
mind where. “In the Marines it’s every man for 
himself as far as equipment goes,’’ he said. 

Captain Rigaud’s men were certainly armed 
in this spirit. Each man was weaponed to his own 
taste and heart’s content. Captain Rigaud him- 
self carried one of the handiest of Marine 
weapons, a Browning automatic rifle. The com- 
pany’s proper weapons, heavy machine guns, 
were carried dismantled, one man carrying the 
barrel assembly, another the tripod, and a whole 
squad the ammunition, in heavy metal boxes. 
But even some of the men assigned to machine 
guns carried personal arms. Some of the com- 
pany had old 1903 bolt-action Springfields. Al- 
most all carried knives, slung from their belts, 
fastened to their packs, or strapped to their legs. 
Several had field shovels, which they knew how 
to swing nastily. Some carried .45 -calibre auto- 
matic pistols. Pockets bulged with grenades. 
Some were not satisfied with one bayonet, but 
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carried two. There were even a couple of Japa- 
nese bayonets. The greatest refinement was an 
ugly weapon I spotted in the tunic pocket of a 
corporal— a twelve-inch screwdriver. 

I asked him how he happened to bring that 
along. 

“Oh,” he said, “just found it on my person.” 

“When do you expect to use it?” 

“Never can tell, might lose my bayonet with 
some Japs in the neighborhood.” 

But the faces of Captain Rigaud’s men were 
not the faces of bullies. When you looked into 
the eyes of those boys, you did not feel sorry for 
the Japs: you felt sorry for the boys. The uni- 
forms, the bravado, the air of wearing a knife in 
the teeth— these were just camouflage. The truth 
was all over those faces. 

These were just American boys. They did not 
want that valley or any part of its jungle. They 
were ex-grocery clerks, ex-highway laborers, ex- 
bank clerks, ex-schoolboys, boys with a clean rec- 
ord and maybe a little extra restlessness, but not 
killers. They had volunteered; they had come 
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into the Marines with their eyes open. Yes, but 
they had joined the Marines to see the world, or 
to get away from a guilt, or most likely to escape 
the draft, not knowingly to kill or be killed. 

It would be unfair to say that there was fear 
on any single one of those faces. But neither was 
there elation. There certainly was weariness. In 
the last war men were almost never in front lines 
more than two weeks, but these boys had arrived 
on August seventh, and this day was October 
eighth, and every inch of the Guadal beachhead 
had been front line all along. On top of that 
they had slept one night in the field, tossing rest- 
lessly on stones and their anxiety. There was also 
hunger visible there. In two days they had eaten, 
at most, two units of Ration C and two of D — 
thirty ounces of meat and vegetable hash or stew, 
straight from the can, cold; eight ounces (equal 
to 600 calories) of chocolate, sugar, skim milk 
powder, cocoa fat, oat flour, vanillin, and 500 
units of thiamin hydrochloride (vitamin Bi), 
sweet but dry as peanut butter. 

But the truth on those faces was not just a 
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physical thing, ft was some shadow out of the 
mind, an uneasiness. It was a positive sign that 
if some lieutenant colonel had come up and given 
them their choice between going into that valley 
or going home, they would have said the hell with 
the valley. 

That is what Company H was like, ready for 
action. 


“The first platoon will go first. Third platoon 
follow. Headquarters next. Second platoon in 
the rear.” 

Captain Rigaud spoke his orders quietly, as if 
commenting on the weather. The company was 
scattered out along about two hundred yards of 
trail, and when the orders were passed, they re- 
arranged themselves without hurry or excite- 
ment. 

It surprised me to learn that we were going to 
advance in single file, as I had always pictured 
troops sneaking through the jungle in parallel 
waves. Later, when we got down into the valley. 



146 ] 

it was easy to see why we marched in Indian file. 
In order not to spend all day moving a hundred 
yards in that tangle, it was essential to stick to the 
trail. The trail was very narrow, and most of the 
time it had the stream on one side and a sudden 
upward steep on the other. 

When the line was formed. Captain Rigaud 
moved up and down, not saying much, just look- 
ing his men over. When he reached the head of 
the line, one of the platoon leaders asked: 
“Where do you want us to start down?” 

“What’s the matter with right here?” Captain 
Rigaud pointed over the edge. 

Three or four men moved forward, craned, 
and came back. 

“Awful steep, Captain,” one said. 

“The ammunition’s awful heavy,” another 
said. 

“No use to break our necks getting to the Japs, 
Captain,” the platoon leader said. “Don’t you 
think we better go around there, where we can 
go down a little easier?” He pointed to a bend in 
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the ridge which was actually farther from the 
enemy than where we were then. 

“Okay,” Captain Rigaud said, “But let’s get 
going.” 

He took his place with the headquarters 
group, and I fell in right behind him. The line 
started up slowly, walking at the apparently care- 
less pace of men carrying heavy burdens. Our 
path wound along the military crest— just a few 
feet over the side from the top of the ridge. 

I was glad that the path climbed to the top of 
the ridge at a spot where the ridge itself took a 
little rise: it gave me one last chance to see the 
view before going down into the valley. It was 
like a last deep breath of good air before diving 
into a dark, stagnant pool. 

The drizzle gave the view a mysterious soft- 
ness. The sea, which in the sunlight had looked 
as brittle as a blue plate, was now just a great 
vapor. Florida and Tulagi, across the channel, 
seemed merely immobilized low-lying smoke. To 
the northwest on Guadal, Cape Esperance 
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melted into the overcast above it. .Nearer, jungle 
fought with bare ridges all along the curve of the 
bay. Point Cruz, a tiny, Florida-shaped penin- 
sula covered with thickest jungle, reached out 
into the sea just beyond a depressed and steamy 
tangle which we knew to be our objective, the 
Matanikau. Behind us, where the camp lay, we 
could see the regular swatches of Lever Bros, 
coconut palms, whose fruit of that season was not 
destined for bars of soap. 

In the drizzle the contrast between the high, 
grassy ridges and the jungle valleys was more 
noticeable than ever. The low clouds made the 
day seem closed in, and only on the open heights 
was there any freedom: the jungle below looked 
especially dark and confined. On the way up to 
the front, we had come through patches of jun- 
gle, and it had seemed alien, almost poisonous. 
The vegetation closed in tighdy on either side of 
the trail, a tangle of nameless trees and vines. 
It was lush without being beautiful; there were 
no flowers, and the smell of the place was dank 
rather than sweet. Each time we came out into 



[ 49 ] 

the light on the grassy knolls, we breathed deeply 
and more easily. These open spaces were our 
natural terrain. They were American; the jun- 
gle was Jap. 

I found that these reactions were not just mine. 
All through the battle, the Americans tended to 
stick to the grassy heights, the Japs to the jungle 
valleys. Of course, each had to explore the others’ 
domain. The marines had to descend into the 
snarl and clean out the Japs, as we were about to 
do; and the Japs, when they wanted to strike 
back, had to charge the hills. Each side derived 
certain advantages from following its bent. On 
the ridges, the Americans could dominate the 
jungle with their fire-power, and they could see 
what was going on. In the jungle, the Japs could 
hide themselves in ambush, and they could lead 
the Americans into easy traps. 

Now as we went over the edge of the ridge, 
leaving the soft day to go into the distasteful 
place below, I couldn’t help wondering what 
Rigaud’s men were thinking about. I was miser- 
ably green, and had no idea what to expect. This 
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was fortunate, for it kept me from being afraid. 
Mostly I was curious, inquisitive. I was almost 
elated over the prospect of being baptized in 
fire; I felt that I was going to have a great ex- 
perience. But Company H had had this expe- 
rience. They were veterans, and would have no 
use for such thoughts. 

Probably many of them were afraid, since they 
had the necessary knowledge. Many of them 
probably had brief thoughts, as I did, of home. 
But what I really wondered was whether any of 
them gave a single thought to what the hell this 
was all about. Did these men, who might be 
about to die, have any war aims? What were they 
fighting for, anyway? 

Not only down the first slippery steep, but far 
along the trail into the jungle I wondered about 
this, until I asked, and got a strange answer, as 
you will see. 


By the time this heavily loaded company had 
tramped and slid and stumbled in the rain down 
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the grassy pass into the valley, there was nothing 
left of the forty-five degree slope but a muddy 
slick, in which there could be no such thing as a 
foothold. Toward the end of the column, several 
men crashed to the ground and skidded with 
their burdens as much as twenty feet. 

The jungle was narrow at the point where we 
entered, and fairly thin. The little stream, which 
we were going to cross and recross, cut through 
this thin place with quick little rapids, as if it 
were impatient with the sparseness and wanted 
to get back into really snug jungle. 

Most of us were terribly thirsty. Green men 
like myself had failed to conserve the water in 
our canteens, and many had gone without a drink 
overnight. And so many of us waded a few feet 
upstream and filled up. 

As I bent over and put my canteen under water 
a marine next to me, who was filling his, whis- 
pered: “Can’t tell who’s dead upstream.’’ 

One of Captain Rigaud’s platoon leaders, a 
tall, slender Ohio boy named Lieutenant Don- 
ald Peppard, dropped four drops of iodine in my 
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canteen from his pocket first aid kit; I shook it 
up, waited a few minutes, and drank. The water 
was brown, pharmaceutical-smelling, and had a 
definite upstream taste; but it sure was good. 

About a hundred yards further on, after we 
had forded the stream a second time, the jungle 
suddenly became stiflingly thick. This was enemy 
territory in earnest. 

Our column moved in absolute silence. It is 
impossible to describe the creepy sensation 
of walking through that empty-looking but 
crowded-seeming jungle. 

What made it eerie was that the jungle was far 
from silent. The birds whose cries had sounded 
so cheerful from the heights were terrifying now. 
Parakeets and macaws screeched from nowhere. 
There was one bird with an altogether unmusical 
call which sounded exactly like a man whistling 
shrilly through his fingers three times— and then 
another, far off in Japanese territory, would an- 
swer. The stream made a constant noise, and an 
annoying one. It seemed terribly important to 
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listen for the enemy (as if the Japs would be so 
stupid as to crackle through the underbrush), 
but the stream’s continuous chatter, madden- 
ingly cheerful, made that impossible in any case. 
Off and on we could hear the noises of our own 
power— planes and artillery— far above the jun- 
gle roof. These should have been encouraging 
noises: up on the ridges they had been. But down 
here the noises were merely weird— the eccentric 
whirr of the strafing P-39S, sounding as if some 
big cog in each engine were unlubricated; the 
soft, fluttery sound of shells in flight, like the 
noise a man would make if he were to blow 
through a keyhole. 

Tiny noises became exaggerated in our minds. 
Drops of accumulated drizzle would crash down 
onto fallen leaves like heavy footfalls. The click 
of a canteen cover belonging to one of our own 
men at some point where the trail doubled back 
beyond a screen of jungle sounded like a whole 
machine gun being set up. And then when some 
really big noise would break out— a dead tree fall- 
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ing over at this of all times— our whole column 
would jump with caricatured vigilance. 


Captain Rigaud leaned forward and whispered 
to the man in front of him, who leaned forward 
in turn and whispered to the next man. 

Then Captain Rigaud turned to me and whis- 
pered: “Pass the word to keep five paces.” 

I didn’t quite understand what he meant and 
said so. 

Patiently he whispered: “I want the men to 
keep five paces apart, so as not to get all bunched 
up and give snipers big targets.” 

And so the message hissed forward and back- 
ward along the line in a whisper: 

“Keep five paces.” 

“Keep five paces.” 

“Keep five paces. . . 

In news accounts of the fighting on Bataan I 
had read about the ingenious ways in which Jap 
snipers hid themselves in the trees: dressed all in 
green, hands and face painted green, foliage 
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caught in headnets and slung from the waist— all 
made to look exactly like parts of the trees into 
which they were tied once and for all. All along 
the way I saw bunches up in the trees and could 
only hope they were not human; there was abso- 
lutely no way of telling. During one halt I no- 
ticed a hollow in one huge tree trunk, and in the 
hollow what seemed to be the head and left shoul- 
der of a man, and below that a small point which 
I imagined to be a muzzle. In trying to make sure, 
I showed myself, and drew no fire. I’m still not 
sure, in the light of what happened later, that 
that shape W£is not a Japanese shape. 

Now I comprehended for the first time why 
the marines had been taking so few prisoners. It 
was not just that the boys were trigger-happy, as 
one had boasted. It was not just brutality, not 
just vindictive remembrance of Pearl Harbor. 
Here in the jungle a marine killed because he 
must, or be killed. He stalked the enemy, and 
the enemy stalked him, as if each were a hunter 
tracking a bear cat. 

I remembered what a marine had said to me 
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back in the comfort of the camp: “I wish we were 
fighting against Germans. They are human be- 
ings, like us. Fighting against them must be like 
an athletic performance— matching your skill 
against someone you know is good. Germans are 
misled, but at least they react like men. But the 
Japs are like animals. Against them you have to 
learn a whole new set of physical reactions. You 
have to get used to their animal stubbornness and 
tenacity. They take to the jungle as if they had 
been bred there, and like some beasts you never 
see them until they are dead.” 

When we had entered the first, thick stretch of 
jungle, 1 could have imagined no greater tense- 
ness. But as we sneaked forward, the feeling of 
tightness steadily increased. When the next word 
was passed along the line, there was a little cli- 
max of tenseness. This message came back from 
the head of the column and must have been orig- 
inated by the platoon leader there. 

The word came slowly, in whispers, for it was 
a long message: 

“Keep sharp lookout to right and to left.” 
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“Keep sharp lookout to right and to left.” 

“Keep sharp lookout to right and to left. . . .” 

As if we had to be told! After this word, an- 
other kind of message came back along the line: 
the tiny clicks of bullets being slipped into the 
chambers of weapons. 

Unfortunately for my sense of security, there is 
a thing called the Geneva Convention, which the 
United States humanely (and out of fear of re- 
prisal) still observes. Under it, correspondents 
are noncombatants, and travel armed at their 
own risk. 1 would have felt more comfortable in 
that valley near the breach of some 1 55-mm. how- 
itzer, I think. As it was, the nearest weapon of any 
consequence was Captain Rigaud’s Browning, 
which he held over his left arm, ready for instant 
use. 


It was probably because I was a bad soldier, and 
looked at the ground rather than up in the trees, 
that I stumbled on my first really tangible evi- 
dence of the enemy. 



[ 58 ] 

We were moving very slowly now. It seemed 
strange to me to be walking erect. I had imagined 
men in the jungle slithering along on their bel- 
lies, or at least creeping on all fours, like animals; 
but we didn’t even stoop. 

Each man studied each tree. The Marines, 
looking up, walked with sure feet, as if some extra 
sense told them where each hummock and tricky 
root lay in the trail. After a couple of stumbles 
which were as humiliating as they were noisy, I 
learned to watch my step. 

While watching it, at a point where a huge 
tree trunk pressed close against the trail, I saw 
what appeared to be a bunched piece of green 
cloth, about the size of a handkerchief, lying on 
the ground. I picked it up and found it was a 
sniper’s headnet. 

It was made of light green cord, and looked 
like a small minnow net. Leaves and little 
branches had evidently been stuck in the holes, 
for some of the strings were tom. 

I touched Captain Rigaud on the arm, and 
held the net out for him to see. Without chang- 
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ing the look of his face, he merely nodded and 
shaped one soundless word with his lips: “Jap.” 

Belatedly it occurred to me to look up in the 
tree. No one was there. The owner of the head- 
net had evidently taken himself off in a hurry. 
We wondered if he had heard us and been intimi- 
dated by our numbers; or perhaps he had gone 
back to warn his companions. 

This thing in my hand, this symbol of the ani- 
mal wiles our men find so hard to understand, 
brought me for the first time face to face with the 
enemy as an individual, not just as an idea. I had 
long hated the idea but I did not hate this indi- 
vidual: he had never done me any harm (though 
he might at any moment, I realized somewhat 
too vividly). I wondered where he was from— 
perhaps from some steep village in the mountains 
of Hakone, perhaps from a quiet place by the 
inland sea, perhaps from up north in Hokkaido, 
where the men are tall and rugged. Conscription 
had snatched him from his hopes, and young 
friends had sat at a banquet table and brushed 
arrogant characters on the little flag he was to 
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carry to the front. He had taken some hard les- 
sons in killing, probably in Shantung or Hainan 
or Luzon. He had packed a little cooked rice, 
and a little uncooked, into his knapsack, and 
then with the Emperor’s praises ringing in his 
skull, he had come forward, and strapping his 
pole-climber’s jacks to his ankles, had climbed 
into this tree, pulled this headnet over his wor- 
ried head, and settled down to wait, invisible. 

Then, for some reason and at some moment 
just before our arrival, he had scrambled down 
out of the tree and run. I had heard that Japanese 
soldiers never had the imagination to run 
away. For a Japanese, this individual was a 
pleasant surprise. I put his headnet over my own 
helmet. 

Having seen this first token of the enemy, be- 
ing sure now that the enemy was a reality, I was 
much more serious about scanning the trees on 
either side of the trail. Before finding the net, I 
had thought Captain Rigaud’s vigilance just a lit- 
tle exaggerated, like something out of an uncon- 
vincing movie. But now he seemed exactly natu- 
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ral: my own neck started from its socket at just 
as tight an angle as his. 

By now the trail was really rough. There 
would be sudden rises and sheer drops of ten 
feet, and sometimes the gully of the stream would 
interrupt it sharply. The stream crossings for the 
most part came where little spines of coral cut 
across the gully, forming little dams. The column 
picked its way carefully across these dams— care- 
fully because a misstep would mean a ducking 
and too much noise. The stream was beginning 
to widen here, for it was almost ready to marry 
the Matanikau. 

At one point the trail ran fairly level, close 
alongside the right bank of the stream, with just 
a narrow screen of bamboos and occasional big 
trunks separating us from it. At one opening I 
happened to look at the water and jumped when 
I saw, half under water and half out, weirdly 
pointing right at me, a rifle. 

It had a very short stock and a very long barrel 
—not like any American type I had seen. Again I 
touched Captain Rigaud’s arm and when he 
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looked around I pointed. He nodded again, and 
without changing his expression shaped the same 
word: “Jap.” 

How this rifle had gotten in the middle of the 
stream all by itself had just begun to puzzle me 
when suddenly, up ahead, three or four rifle 
shots— the high-pitched, Jap kind— broke the si- 
lence. 

Almost at once a message came cantering back 
along the line: 

“Hold it up.” 

“Hold it up.” 

“Hold it up. . . 


Snipers had apparently found a target to their 
liking. Our column would have to wait while 
those up at the head, doubtless under cover now, 
tried to find the enemy sharpshooter. 

As we waited I wondered if any of those Japa- 
nese bullets had found a mark, and I thought 
back to something I had been told about dead 
marines the night before we set out from camp. 
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A Lieutenant Colonel and I had been sitting 
on canvas camp stools in front of the regimental 
commander’s tent. The Lieutenant Colonel’s 
name did not have a particularly marine sound 
about it: Julian Frisbie— but in the daylight he 
certainly looked and talked the part. He was 
about six feet two and must have weighed a mus- 
cular two hundred. He roared his commands and 
cursed the most miniature lagging. He was exec- 
utive officer to Col. Amor Sims, the regimental 
commander, who later told me: “Julian and I 
can’t run around doing the same things, so we 
have a deal: I’m to keep my mouth shut and he’s 
to do all the shouting.’’ Col. Frisbie was a fine 
shouter; his men called him The Bull Moose. 

From supper until about eight o’clock that 
night he had been completely in character, tell- 
ing me pungent stories of the toughness of ma- 
rines. He was well up on his Marine Corps tradi- 
tions and he often referred back to historical 
ruggednesses. But at about eight we were inter- 
rupted, and his mood suddenly changed. 

A young officer of the watch hurried by us 
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into the tent to wake Col. Sims and report that 
flares had been seen out to sea. We heard Col. 
Sims answer in his calm way that since his unit 
didn’t know what they were, and since it had no 
facilities for finding out, there was no use worry- 
ing about them— just pretend they were light- 
ning. 

When the officer of the watch left for his post. 
Col. Frisbie no longer talked in a loud voice of 
fearlessness and skill. He said very quietly: 

“Have you ever seen men killed on the field of 
battle?’’ 

“No, the only dead people I’ve ever seen were 
drowned.’’ 

“Well,” he said, “you’ll probably see some out 
on this push. We’ve seen plenty since we’ve been 
on Guadal. Down at the Tenaru River, after our 
great battle there, there were nearly seven hun- 
dred dead Japs lying around. That wasn’t too 
terrible. It’s possible to think of dead enemy as 
dead animals. But there were a lot of our boys 
lying there too and that wasn’t so good. You will 
see some of them in the next couple of days. I’m 
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afraid. It’s a pathetic sight. You’ll see. They 
look just like dirty-faced little boys who have 
gone to bed without being tucked in by their 
mothers. . . .” 

Here in the valley x was to get a vivid reminder 
of Colonel Frisbie’s words. The line began to 
move again without any more shots having been 
fired. This meant, we in the middle of the line 
knew, that the sniper or snipers had not been 
found. There just wasn’t time. We had quite a 
job to get done before dark; we would just have 
to take our chances on the rest of the line rooting 
this sharpshooter out. 

Now for the first time I moved with a well-de- 
fined sense of hazard. The others, who knew 
more, had probably felt it all along. The sensa- 
tion here was an acute version of one I had felt 
at sea, when a task force in which I was travelling 
went through waters infested with Japanese sub- 
marines, which occasionally fired torpedoes at us. 
The bad thing was that you never knew from 
which quarter you might be struck, or when. 
You were on the receiving end, and you could 
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not see the thing about to strike you. 

A few feet farther along I got the shock for 
which I thought I had braced myself. The trail 
rose suddenly; we helped ourselves up by pulling 
on the roots of trees higher up. Then the trail 
leveled ofE and took a short turn. And just be- 
yond the turn lay a dead marine. 

Captain Rigaud glanced back at me this time 
without my touching his arm. His lips did not 
shape any word, but his bitter, young face said, 
as plainly as if he had shouted it: “The Japs are 
bastards.” 

Somebody had straightened the dead boy out 
and closed his eyes and thrown a poncho over 
him. His face, though, was not entirely covered, 
and we couldn’t help seeing it. 

Colonel Frisbie was a tough old campaigner. 
He knew about these things. He was right. 


A RUNNER came hurrying back along the trail to 
Captain Rigaud. These runners are an anachro- 
nism. They make up human lines of communica- 
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tion; they do the jobs that copper wire and short 
waves ought to do, and they are expected by some 
commanding officers to do them as fast. They 
carry messages alone, often through enemy ter- 
ritory. Their fellows take them for granted, but 
there are no men who are braver or stronger. 

This one reported to Captain Rigaud in a 
wind-swept whisper: “Sir, our scouts to right 
and forward have made contact with scouts of 
George Company and Easy Company.” (For 
phonetic convenience, English-speaking signal- 
men everywhere give letters the same names, in 
a sort of reverse primer. George is for G, Easy is 
for E, and we were Hypo Company.) 

Captain Rigaud passed word both ways to hold 
the line up. Then he said to the runner: “Where 
in hell did they come from?” 

The runner looked like a fellow who hasn’t 
studied his lesson very well, then said: “Don’t 
know, sir. I was just told to tell you what I told 
you already.” 

The platoon leaders converged on headquar- 
ters to see what was doing. One of them suggested 
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that probably George and Easy had been de- 
tailed to work up the right bank of the Matani- 
kau as far as this stream. 

Then probably, another suggested, their left 
flank was supposed to touch our right flank when 
we got to the river, and we would then have a 
continuous front. 

Probably, a third suggested, they were going 
to help us force a crossing of the river. 

These probabilities all eventually proved to 
be truths but they were not enough to risk a 
company on, so Captain Rigaud sent the runner 
off to find out for sure. 

Being caught in such uncertainty was no fun. 
This was not just being confused, as we had been 
the previous day. It was having slipped out of 
relationship to the whole operation. It was bump- 
ing into George and Easy and not knowing why. 
Worse, it was a sense of not having been told 
enough — ^just getting orders to clean out a valley 
and force a river and not knowing what the others 
were doing or what it all added up to. 

And so after the brief whispered parley with 
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the runner by the stream, I learned what it is 
like for men fighting a skirmish to feel that they 
have been sent out alone, that they, a small band, 
are fighting the whole damn show. 

When caught this way by doubt, there is noth- 
ing to do except what the old sailing men down 
in Maine do when it blows in thick-o’-fog and 
you can’t see from one island to the other; just 
wait it out. We in the valley waited for the run- 
ner to get back and clear things up. 


War, as old Lou Diamond would certainly agree, 
seems to be nine-tenths waiting — waiting in line 
for chow, waiting for promotion, waiting for 
mail, for an air raid, for dawn, for reinforce- 
ments, for orders, for the men in front to move, 
for relief, for that runner. 

At first, as we waited, we were tense. Captain 
Rigaud said as loudly as he could in a whisper: 
“All right there. Don’t stand around now. Keep 
your eyes peeled.” 

But after a few minutes we got used to the 
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place and we began to relax. Soon the Captain, 
his platoon leaders and I got into one of the 
strangest conversations I had ever heard. Even if 
everything that was said had been commonplace, 
it would have been strange, because it was all in 
whispers. 

The men stood in a tight little knot right in the 
trail, where they had discussed the runner’s news. 
Besides the Captain and myself, there were three 
platoon leaders: Lt. Donald Peppard, the tall one 
who had dropped iodine into my canteen; Lt. 
Gordon Calder, a Yale man, son of the President 
of American & Foreign Power Co.; and Lt. Rob- 
ert Brizard, a stocky Ohioan. Except for Captain 
Rigaud’s gambit, I shall not say which man said 
which things. Although the conversation might 
have taken place on any of several fronts, and any 
military men, from colonel to messboy, might 
have been the speakers, it would not be fair to 
identify specific men with specific words. 

Captain Rigaud started it, by whispering to 
me, in comment on the confusion: “It’s the same 
as always. They never tell us enough.” 



“Not only about what we’re doing,” another 
said. “We never get anything but the damndest 
scuttlebutt about what’s going on in the world. 
We don’t even know who’s winning.” 

“Yeah,” said a third. “Tell us what’s going 
on.” I was their most recent connection with the 
outside world, and they started pouring out ques- 
tions. 

“Are the Russians holding on?” 

I said they had done much better than anyone 
had thought possible. 

“Why the hell isn’t Dugout Dug doing any- 
thing?” 

I said that MacArthur had not been sent any 
supplies, except for the merest replacements, and 
no general could do anything with nothing— as 
he himself had said. 

“Well why haven’t they sent him anything?” 

By this time I realized that they didn’t really 
want answers to their questions. They just 
wanted to throw out their questions, as if they 
were merely waving their arms in angry gestures 
of protest. 



[ 78 ] 

“Are we going to be left holding the bag here, 
like those poor suckers in the Philippines?” 

“Why the bejeezus hasn’t the Navy had some 
PT boats in here sooner to stop that godawful 
shelling at night?” 

“They always told us that marines were sup- 
posed to take some place, and then the Army 
would come along right away so as the marines 
could take something else. Where the hell’s all 
the Army? They say some’s coming in, but we’re 
going to maybe stay. What’s the use of that?” 

“Can’t they do something about the divided 
command out here? You’d think we were two al- 
lies, instead of the most powerful single nation 
on earth.” 

“Where’s all that power, anyhow? Where’s 
that world-beating P-47 we’ve heard so much 
about? Where’s that famous new Navy fighter, 
what is it, the F4U? Where’s all that great pro- 
duction?” 

The questions became formulas: 

. . strikes . . . ?” 
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. . politics . . . 

. . propaganda . . . ?” 

This was my chance. Now was the time to ask 
these men what they were fighting for. 

These men were not especial malcontents. I 
had heard questions like these asked by too many 
men to think this an outstanding group of com- 
plainants. But here they were, perhaps about to 
give their lives for their country, and yet exercis- 
ing, until it nearly collapsed from being exer- 
cised, the right of free speech. How could men 
harboring such doubts and such protests fight 
with enthusiasm? What was there in it for them? 

And so I said: “I wonder if I could ask you 
fellows one question. It’s something I’ve been 
wondering about quite a bit here on this island. 
What would you say you were fighting for? To- 
day, here in this valley, what are you fighting 
for?” 

The excited flush, which had come into their 
faces as they asked their questions, went out 
again. Their faces became pale. Their eyes wan- 
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dered. They looked like men bothered by a mem- 
ory. They did not answer for what seemed a very 
long time. 

Then one of them spoke, but not to me. He 
spoke to the others, and for a second I thought 
he was changing the subject or making fun of me, 
but of course he was not. He was answering my 
question very specifically. 

He whispered: “Jesus, what I’d give for a piece 
of blueberry pie.” 

Another whispered: “Personally I prefer 
mince.” 

A third whispered: “Make mine apple with a 
few raisins in it and lots of cinnamon: you know. 
Southern style.” 

Fighting for pie. Of course that is not exactly 
what they meant. Here, in a place where they 
had lived for several weeks mostly on captured 
Japanese rice, then finally had gone on to such 
delicacies as canned corned beef and Navy beans, 
where they were usually hungry and never given 
a treat— here pie was their symbol of home. 

In other places there are other symbols. For 
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some men, in places where there is plenty of 
good food but no liquor, it is a good bottle of 
scotch whiskey. In other places, where there’s 
drink but no dames, they say they’d give their 
left arm for a blonde. For certain men, books are 
the thing; for others, music; for others, movies. 
But for all of them, these things are just badges 
of home. When they say they are fighting for 
these things, they mean that they are fighting 
for home— “to get the goddam thing over and 
get home.’’ 

Perhaps this sounds selfish. It certainly sounds 
less dynamic than the Axis slogans. But home 
seems to most marines a pretty good thing to be 
fighting for. Home is where the good things are 
—the generosity, the good pay, the comforts, the 
democracy, the pie. 


When the runner returned, he reported just 
what Rigaud’s lieutenants had guessed— that 
George and Easy Companies had moved up to 
make contact with our right, and that they were 
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to try to help force the river. He also reported 
that we were only about a hundred yards from 
the river. 

Captain Rigaud passed this whispered order: 
“Advance and watch out for friendly troops on 
the right.” 

The men who were carrying machine gun 
parts seemed to bunch up together as we moved 
forward this time. They wanted to be ready to 
assemble their guns on shortest notice. 

Occasional whispering, which had been visi- 
ble though not audible along the line when we 
moved before, now stopped. 

Men picked their footsteps carefully now. 

Captain Rigaud’s small back and stooped 
shoulders hardly moved up and down at all. His 
knees were a little bent, like those of a cat about 
to leap. 

We crossed and recrossed the stream very care- 
fully but rather hurriedly: no one wanted to be 
caught in the water. It was much wider now, 
much browner and more sluggish. We were ap- 
parently quite near the Matanikau. 



[ 77 ] 

Up ahead, as a matter of fact, some of Rigaud’s 
men and a few of the men of George and Easy 
Companies had already crossed the river. No 
shots had been fired. There seemed to be no 
opposition: there was reason to hope that Whal- 
ing had already swept around behind whatever 
was on the other side and cleaned it out (we had 
heard some firing from the other side during the 
morning), so that now our job would be a push- 
over. Maybe, if we were lucky, just a sniper or 
two to hunt down and kill. 

The trail left the stream, turned off to the 
right, and climbed up onto a spur. Up there, on 
the spur, we could see the thinning of the trees 
which meant the Matanikau. In a moment we 
would be at the river and, if Whaling had been 
as successful as we hoped, across it. 

The captain and I were about seventy-five 
feet from the river when we found out how 
wrong our hope was. 


The signal was a single shot from a sniper. 

It came from somewhere behind us, but prob- 
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ably not as far as the first shots we had heard. 
The high flat snap was easily recognizable as a 
Japanese sound, and immediately after it, over- 
head, went the sound of the bullet, like a super- 
charged bee. 

After a couple of too quick seconds, snipers 
all around us opened up. There would be the 
snap, and the whine, and then the tuck when the 
bullet went into the ground. There was no way 
of knowing where the next was coming from. 
The only thing you could be certain of was that 
it would come soon enough to take your eye off 
the place where you thought you might spot the 
last one. 

Then machine guns from across the river 
opened up. 

But the terrible thing was that Jap mortars 
over there opened up, too. 

The first thing a green man fixes upon in his 
mind is the noise of these weapons. This was the 
first time I had ever been surrounded this way 
by the tight-woven noise of war. 

Its constant fabric was rifle fire; this sounded 
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like Bucks County, Pennsylvania, on the first 
day of the pheasant season, only nearby and not 
an amusement. Like a knife tearing into the 
fabric, every once in a while, there would be the 
short bursts of machine gun fire. The noise of 
the mortars was awful, a thump which vibrated 
not just your eardrums, but your entrails as well. 
Forward we could still hear our aviation— dived 
bombs fumbling into the jungle, and the laugh- 
ter of strafing P-39S. And every once in a while 
the soft, fluttery noise of our artillery shells mak- 
ing a trip. The noise alone was enough to scare 
a new man, to say nothing of the things which 
were done by the things which were making the 
noise. 


The Japs had made their calculations perfectly. 
There were only three or four natural crossings 
of the river; this was one of them. And so they 
had set their trap. 

They had machine guns all mounted, ready to 
pour stuff into the jungle bottleneck at the 
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stream’s junction with the river. They had 
snipers scattered on both sides of the river. And 
they had their mortars all set to lob deadly ex- 
plosions into the same area. Their plan was to 
hold their fire and let the enemy get well into 
the trap before snapping it, and this they had 
done with too much success. 

Apparently the single sniper shot had given 
the command to the other snipers; when the ma- 
chine gunners across the river heard all the snip- 
ers firing, they let go; and when the Jap mortar 
batteries farther back heard the machine gun 
bursts, they in turn opened up. 

Had we been infantry, the trap might not have 
worked. Brave men with rifles and grenades 
could have wiped out the enemy nests. Captain 
Rigaud’s helplessness was that he could not bring 
his weapons to bear. Heavy machine guns take 
some time to be assembled and mounted. In that 
narrow defile his men, as brave as any, never 
succeeded in getting more than two guns firing. 

As soon as the firing broke out, the men with 
the machine gun parts rushed together, and re- 
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gardless of cover put their weapons together. 
Then the crews felt their way along, trying lo 
find a place where they could both have a little 
cover and do some harm. As they went they ap- 
proach-fired, throwing out little fifty-calibre ex- 
clamations, as if the guns could say: “Look out, 
you Japs.” 

But they never had a chance. The enemy had 
his guns in position, with nothing to do but aim 
and squeeze the trigger. And even if the enemy 
had had no machine guns, his mortar fire had 
Rigaud’s men boxed. 

The mortar fire was what was terrifying. Be- 
side it the Japs’ sniper fire and even machine 
gun fire, with its soprano, small-sounding report, 
seemed a mere botheration. It is hard to think 
of death as having anything but a deep bass 
voice. Each roar of mortar certainly seemed to 
be a word spoken by death. 

Having seen Lou Diamond’s mortar battery 
in action, I had a clear picture of what was hap- 
pening to us. In some small clearing about a half 
a mile beyond the river, four little tubes, looking 
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like stubby stove pipes, were set up at a high 
angle on a tripod. Somewhere behind them a 
Japanese officer stood. A man beside him gave 
him reports from a telephone or from runners. 
After each report he would bark out brief orders. 
A swarm of intelligent little animals would fuss 
around each tube, changing the angle a hair, 
turning the aim a trifle. Then the officer would 
shout to stand by. Some of the animals would 
step back, one or two at each tube would put 
their fingers in their ears. Then one, in the atti- 
tude of a small boy setting punk to a giant fire- 
cracker, would reach out over the mouth of each 
tube, holding in his hand a thing which looked 
very much like a miniature aerial bomb, com- 
plete with fins. At the order to fire, he would 
drop the thing, fins first, down the tube. As soon 
as it struck the bottom there would be a huge 
thump, and the thing was off on its uncertain 
flight. 

Mortars send their shells in an exceedingly 
high toss. Consequently their aim is by guess 
and by God. You will understand this if you have 
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ever seen the job an outfielder has judging a 
high fly, or if you are an inexpert tennis player 
and often have been embarrassed by trying to 
smash a high lob and misjudging it. 

That was what made being on the receiving 
end of mortar fire so terrible: the next thing that 
those little tubes gave off might land anywhere. 
We would almost have felt more comfortable if 
something which could aim was aiming right 
at us. 

When the first bolts of this awful thunder 
began to fall among Rigaud’s men, we hit the 
ground. We were like earthy insects with some 
great foot being set down in our midst, and we 
scurried for little crannies— cavities under the 
roots of huge trees, little gullies, dead logs. I 
found a good spot to the left of the trail. It was 
the combination of a small embankment and a 
big tree; I grew very affectionate toward the spot; 
I embraced it. Captain Rigaud, I noticed, took 
little or no cover. He kept darting back and forth 
to see what was happening to his men. 

What was happening to his men was some- 
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thing terrible. The mortar shells were exploding 
among them and bleaching some of the bravery 
out of them. The noise and seeing friends hurt 
were not things to be dismissed. 

The reports were about ten seconds apart, and 
the shells burst erratically all around us, now 
fifty yards away, now twenty feet. 

And all the while snipers and machine gun- 
ners wrote in their nasty punctuation. Our own 
guns answered from time to time with good, 
deep, rich sound, but not enough. 

We heard one of our guns knocked out. If you 
have never heard a conversation between two 
machine guns which are trying to knock each 
other out, you cannot imagine what a terrible 
debate it is. At first they talk back and forth 
equally. Then as in most human arguments, one 
begins to get the upper hand and finally winds 
up doing all the talking. That was how it was 
when our gun was knocked out. It sounded like 
this: 

“Tatatatatatatatatatat,” said the Jap gun, in a 
high Japanese voice. 
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“Bubububububububububub,” said ours, 
deeply. 

“Tatatatatatatatatatatatatat,” the Jap insisted. 

“Bubububububububububub,” said ours. 

“Tatatatatatatatatat,” the Jap said, sure of it- 
self. 

“Bubububub .... bubub,” ours said, uncer- 
tainly. 

“Tatatatatatatatatatatatatat,” the Jap reiter- 
ated. 

“Bubub.” Ours seemed almost to have been 
convinced. 

“Tatatatatatatatatat,” said the Jap, to clinch 
the matter. 

“Bub,” ours said, in pathetic protest. 

“Tatatatatatatatatat .... 

“Tatatatatatatatatatatatatat. ” 

And then silence. It was awful. (I have heard 
some conversations in which our guns talked 
theirs down. Then it is not awful; it makes you 
cheer.) 

I don’t believe that this was one of Captain 
Rigaud’s guns. It was a gun belonging to George 
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or Easy Company, and it was manned to the end 
by a brave man named Sergeant Bauer, about 
whom I shall tell you a little later. 


We could not see the enemy, either on our side 
of the river or the other. All this hatred was pour- 
ing out of jungle too thick to see more than 
twenty or thirty feet. 

This was advantageous, in a way. It meant that 
the enemy no longer seemed animate. There was 
no excuse for feelings such as I had had when 
I picked up the headnet. The firing over there 
was coming from the enemy as an idea, some- 
thing easy to hate. 

But this invisibility was also unsettling. You 
might have thought that the jungle itself had 
grown malevolent, and hated us. The trees were 
hurling little pellets at us; the vines were sling- 
ing great explosions. 

But even if we had been able to see the enemy, 
we could not have done anything to him. We 
couldn’t get our weapons to work. We were help- 
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less. Our men were being killed and wounded. 
We were trapped, hopelessly trapped. 


Individually the marines in that outfit were as 
brave as any fighters in any army in the world, 
I am positive; but when fear began to be epi- 
demic in that closed-in place, no one was im- 
mune. No one could resist it. 

The first sign of flight among those men was 
in their eyes. At first they watched what was go- 
ing on as calmly as an audience at some play. 
Then suddenly they were looking around for the 
nearest exit. They would look at Captain Ri- 
gaud’s face, looking for some sign that he would 
order them to retire; or their eyes would dart 
along the trail back, as they wished they could. 

I myself kept looking at Captain Rigaud, to 
see what he would do with us. His expression 
had not changed. It had the same look of des- 
perate vigilance that it had worn all along the 
trail. 

The next sign of the growing fear was the way 
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the men started moving around. When a mortar 
shell would go off nearby, they would scramble 
away from the vicinity to new cover, as if the 
thing could explode a second time. 

The men began to think that it was time to 
get away from that whole place. 

Any men who were men would have taken 
flight from that impossible place. Some Japanese 
might not have, if they had had specific orders to 
stay there; but they would no longer have been 
much use to the Emperor. I think even most 
Japanese would have fled. Certainly Germans 
would have: they are good fighters: they have 
the sense to live and fight more advantageously 
another day. I think it is safe to say that Italians 
would have fled. 

The marines had been deeply enough indoc- 
trinated so that even flight did not wipe out the 
formulas, and soon the word came whispering 
back along the line: 

“Withdraw.” 

“Withdraw.” 

“Withdraw. . , 
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Then they started moving back, slowly at first, 
then running wildly, scrambling from place of 
cover to momentary cover. 

This was a distressing sight, and though I my- 
self was more than eager to be away from that 
spot, I had a helpless desire to do something to 
stop the flight. It seemed wrong. One had heard 
so much about how the marines kill ten Japs for 
every man they lose (which is true), of the cal- 
lousness of the marines (true in a way), and of 
our endless successes against the Japs (true in sum 
total). Captain Rigaud had told me that this 
would probably be an easy job. It sounded so. 
And yet here were our men running away. 

I couldn’t do anything about it because I was 
caught up in the general feeling. It is curious 
how this feeling communicated itself. Except for 
the hard knot which is inside some men, courage 
is largely the desire to show other men that you 
have it. And so, in a large group, when a ma- 
jority have somehow signalled to each other a 
willingness to quit acting, it is very hard indeed 
not to quit. The only way to avoid it is to be put 



to shame by a small group of men to whom this 
acting is life itself, and who refuse to quit; or by 
a naturally courageous man doing a brave deed. 

It was at this moment that Charles Alfred 
Rigaud, the boy with tired circles under his eyes, 
showed himself to be a good officer and grown 
man. 

Despite snipers all around us, despite the ma- 
chine guns and the mortar fire, he stood right 
up on his feet and shouted out; “Who in Christ’s 
name gave that order?’’ 

This was enough to freeze the men in their 
tracks. They threw themselves on the ground, in 
attitudes of defense; they took cover behind 
trees from both the enemy and the anger of their 
captain. 

Next, by a combination of blistering sarcasm, 
orders and cajolery, he not only got the men back 
into position: he got them in a mood to fight 
again. 

“Where do you guys think you’re going?’’ he 
shouted. And: “Get back in there. . . . Take 
cover, you. . . . What do you guys do, just in- 
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vent orders? . . . Listen, it’s going to get dark 
and we got a job to do. . . . You guys make me 
ashamed. . . .” 

But the most telling thing he said was: “Gosh, 
and they call you marines.’’ 

I am certain that all along. Captain Rigaud 
was just as terrified as the rest of us were, for he 
was eminently human. And yet his rallying those 
men was as cool a performance as you can im- 
agine. I could feel my own knees tremble; I could 
see the rifle shake in the hands of the man nearest 
me. But I kept quite close to Captain Rigaud and 
I could not see a single tremor. If I had, I would 
have attributed it to anger. 

The storm of mortar fire was going on all this 
while, and so was the lesser fire. Yet now the men, 
creeping and even running erect, hurried back 
into the positions they had occupied before. 
They did this without apparent fear, and yet it 
was, in effect, the most difficult kind of operation 
psychologically— a counterattack. 

When he had put his men back into position. 
Captain Rigaud immediately made preparations 
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to get them out in an orderly fashion. There was 
a big difference between retiring in good order 
and just running away. 

He could see— had seen from the very first 
mortar explosion— that the position was unten- 
able. Staying there would merely mean losing 
dozens of men without doing anything to the 
Japs. He could not get his weapons into play; 
obviously Whaling’s force had not shaken the 
enemy loose across the river; until he did, this 
pocket was a place to get killed, nothing more. 

Captain Rigaud had talked all his other orders 
over with his lieutenants, but this decision he 
made for himself. 

“Runner!” he said. “Give me a runner.” 

One hurried up. Captain Rigaud said: “Give 
me your message pad.” 

“It’s in my pack, sir,” the runner said, and 
turned his back to the Captain, who reached 
down into the man’s knapsack and pulled out a 
little yellow pad. 

It looked like the kind of pad delivery men 
carry and make you sign when they bring pack- 
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ages. It had printed-ofiE spaces in which to enter 
the name of the officer to whom the message was 
to go, the unit of the sender, his name, the place, 
time and subject; and then there were several 
printed lines on which to write the message. 

As slowly and carefully as if he were at a desk 
in Marine Corps headquarters in Washington 
making out some leisurely requisition, he filled 
in the blanks. 

He addressed the message to Major O’Brien, 
his regimental commander. He then wrote: 
“Receiving heavy mortar fire. Unable get ma- 
chine guns firing. Request permission to with- 
draw.” 

He signed it, handed it to the runner and said: 
“Major O’Brien and hurry.” 

Then, without waiting for the request for per- 
mission to withdraw even to get out of sight, he 
began to withdraw his men on his own initia- 
tive. It was just as well, because Major O’Brien, 
who had moved up near to George and Easy 
Companies, had been hit by mortar fire and was 
a dying man. How he happened to be a dying 
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“Okay, dewy-eyes, wake up and keep a look- 
out,” the next would whisper to his neighbor. 
“Watch the shrubbery, fathead.” 

“Dammit, they told us to keep our eyes open: 
now keep ’em open.” 

So, variably and angrily, this order was passed. 


T HE BEGINNING of the removal was a slow process. 
Men at the head of the column fell back on either 
side of the trail. Occasionally the few who had 
rifles would fire shots into the jungle in the gen- 
eral direction of snipers’ rifle-reports. Gradually 
the company peeled back, and when they were 
far enough along, they converged on the trail, in 
reverse order. 

I joined Captain Rigaud again in the head- 
quarters section of the line. As we started up, he 
turned to whisper to me. He was anxious to de- 
fend his men. 

“They sure had that mortar fire right on us,” 
he whispered. “Pretty tough for these guys: 
couldn’t get their guns firing out of this pocket. 
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Don’t blame ’em for running.” 

We were going to have quite a wait there on 
the trail. The machine guns had to be taken 
apart. Captain Rigaud did not want to move 
right out without some answer from his com- 
mander (Rigaud didn’t know Major O’Brien was 
wounded). And the wounded had to be removed. 

As we waited in the trail, the firing was still 
with us, though it had slackened off somewhat. 
The men were much calmer now, with the pros- 
pect of escaping. Surprisingly to me, they did 
not whisper to each other about what they had 
been through, but remained silent, their faces 
dull and blank. Many sat down, holding their 
rifles between their knees. Others leaned against 
trees, and some leaned against each other, back 
to back, without speaking. 


At this time the heroism of the medical corps- 
men and bandsmen showed itself. They went 
into the worst places and began moving the 
wounded. I joined them because I guess I just 
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thought that was the fastest way to get the hell 
out of there. 

Many of us in these United States have a very 
distorted idea about how war works. Some of us 
have had sons or brothers who got into the Army 
or Navy or Marines (apparently to dodge the 
draft) and then got into something like the signal 
corps or quartermasters or intelligence or a medi- 
cal unit or even a band — and we have had an un- 
easy feeling that this was somehow not very 
brave. We have the idea that only those who 
shoulder a rifle or stand watches on a gun plat- 
form or drop in a parachute with a Thompson 
gun— that only these trigger-pullers are the he- 
roes. The communiques, which never mention 
those others, might give us that impression. The 
citations for medals certainly do. But medals are 
being given to the wrong people these days. 

I said a while back that no men are stronger 
or braver than the runners, who risk their lives 
carrying messages alone. I think I must take that 
back. There is one group who have a little, 
though not much, edge. They are the wire-string- 
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ers. It is their job to carry out a heavy steel spool 
of copper telephone wire, two in a team, toting 
the spool on a kind of axle, so it unwinds as they 
walk. They go everywhere with the spool that a 
command unit goes, so that the unit may be in 
telephone communications with its rear base. 
We in this valley never got in telephone touch 
because our mission failed, but wire-stringers 
penetrated the valley, and there were wires all 
along the trail. After this operation I talked with 
a private named Leon Stevens who had walked 
eight miles up and down those awful steeps with 
a pal and a spool and no protection from enemy 
bullets. I was exhausted walking less than that 
and carrying only a pack— but Stevens and the 
others, exhausted or not, had to stay up most of 
the night as “trouble-shooters,” feeling their way 
along the wires in the sniper-infested, rain- 
soaked jungle, looking for a short circuit. Those 
boys deserve (and almost never get) medals. 

But then there is a group who even have a little 
edge on the wire-stringers. They are the medical 
units. With the Marines they happen to be Navy 
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medical corpsmen, who are always referred to 
simply as corpsmen. They are nothing more or 
less than male nurses. Sounds sissy. But listen to 
what they do: they go along in every battle, down 
into every awful valley, unarmed, and they go 
to the places where the enemy is doing our side 
most hurt, in order to rescue the wounded. In 
the face of gunfire, often, they put tags on the 
clothing of the wounded, telling who it is, what’s 
wrong, and what they’ve done to relieve the pain. 
They tell the men who can get themselves off the 
battlefield where the nearest dressing station be- 
hind the lines is; others they carry out or sup- 
port themselves. They too are liable to have to 
stay up all night, assisting at an operation. They 
too deserve medals. 

The bandsmen go where the corpsmen go. 
They are the boys of the regimental bands, the 
ones you have seen dressed up so fine and march- 
ing up the avenue. Only at the front they don’t 
carry their piccolos or trumpets into action: they 
carry stretchers and syringes of morphine, and 
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they take their chances just like any riflemen. 
They ought to get some medals. 


The group to which I attached myself were 
wounded in a dreadful way. They had no open 
wounds; they shed no blood; they seemed merely 
to have been attacked by some mysterious germ 
of war that made them groan, hold their sides, 
limp and stagger. They were shock and blast vic- 
tims. 

There were not enough corpsmen attached to 
Rigaud’s company to assist more than the uncon- 
scious and leg-wounded men, so they set these 
men to helping each other. It was like the blind 
leading the blind, except that they were also halt. 

Some of them were in no condition to walk 
themselves, to say nothing of helping other men 
to walk. The group careened along the trail, 
making hurt noises and not much headway. It 
was clear that alone they would never reach the 
advance dressing station, perched upon the ridge 
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from which we had started so long ago. Without 
any authority to do so, I commandeered three 
unhurt privates, and we began to half-carry, half- 
drag the worst of these strange casualties. I took 
on a boy named Charles Utley. 

We must have been a sorry sight, fighting our 
way along that trail. The rain and trampling had 
made it so bad now, that a sound man walking 
alone would occasionally fall, and in some steep 
places would have to crawl on hands and knees, 
pulling himself by exposed roots and leaning 
bamboo trunks. 

We, wounded or laden as we were, slid, crept, 
walked, wallowed, waded and staggered, like 
drunken men. 

There were places where we had to put the 
men down, and help them one by one through 
bottlenecks. The stream crossings were particu- 
larly difficult, because the banks were mostly 
very steep and ragged, and the little spines of 
coral which we used as ankle-deep bridges were 
seldom wide enough for more than one set of 
unsteady legs. The helpers would wade right in. 
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holding up their arms to steady the injured man, 
who teetered like a tight-rope walker on the coral. 

At times a wounded man and the two helping 
him would all go crashing to the ground, the hurt 
man groaning and the helpers apologizing bit- 
terly. Sometimes such a three would cut down 
three others, and the injured and apologetic 
men would be piled up like cordwood. Now and 
then a man would faint for a few seconds, and it 
would be necessary for the whole sickly caravan 
to wait while some one doused muddy water over 
his forehead and brought him to. 

The walking wounded were magnificent. 
None of them complained about their own hurts, 
but inquired politely of each other. There were 
no whimpers or complaints, only deep-seated 
groans which expressed real pain. 

Our order of march was something like this; 
First there was a man who kept striking the sides 
of his befuddled skull with his fists. The second 
kept his hands over his ears. Then there came two 
or three men whose legs were badly battered, who 
behaved like football players with excruciating 
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Charley horses; they were able to walk alone, just, 
but they walked with one leg free and the other 
stiff, as if it were wooden. The middle of the 
safari was taken up with the worst wounded and 
their helpers, and then there were two or three 
more who could walk— men who generally ached 
and wished to vomit. In the rear there was a 
character who shook his head, as if puzzled rather 
than hurt. 

They were a strange-looking band, but they 
were certainly courageous. I got to like some of 
them very much in a short time. 


One of the worst blast victims, who kept him- 
self conscious only by his guts, was the man I was 
with, Utley. He had a caved-in chest, and one of 
his legs was bruised almost beyond use. 

Back home in his dress blues, Charles Utley 
would have been handsome; but here he was a 
mess. His blond hair, longer than usual for a 
marine, was tousled and sweaty— he had left his 
helmet behind. There were streaks on his face of 
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sweat and mud. His shirt was open down the 
front and wet down the back. 

Part of the time we had to carry him, part of 
the time he could, by concentrating hard, drag 
his feet along while I and another supported him. 
We tried every means of locomotion, to make 
his way easy. For a while we carried him seated 
on two rifles. We tried making a stretcher out of 
the rifles and a poncho, but he was more com- 
fortable standing up. We made a seat of our 
hands, until we couldn’t carry him any more, 
and kept falling down. Most of the time, though, 
we took his arms over our shoulders and dragged 
him along between us, with occasional brave help 
or accidental hindrance from him. 

Before we had gone very far, we were met in 
the trail by a corpsman, who, seeing what pain 
Utley was in, got out a little morphine syringe 
and injected ease into him. You can judge how 
he felt when you know that the prick of the nee- 
dle made this brave lad faint away. It was easy 
to bring him round by wetting my handkerchief 
from my canteen and cooling his forehead. 
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As we moved painfully along, his head lolled 
from side to side. He would look in the face of 
the other helper and in mine and try an occa- 
sional smile. And gradually he groaned less and 
tried a few words, which proved in the end to be 
consecutive, and quite a story. 


“Bauer,” he said, when he had got his tongue 
under control. 

I thought he was trying to tell us his name, be- 
cause he had no corpsman’s tag and I didn’t know 
then that his name was Utley. 

“Bauer,” he said again a little farther on. 

“Okay, Mac,” the other helper said, “just take 
it easy.” 

He said it a third time, when we were trying to 
get him across a stream: “Bauer.” 

We had a little difficulty on the other side of 
the stream, and I said: “All right, Bauer, just sit 
down here while we get up where we can pull 
you up.” 

His sleepy-looking eyes opened quite wide. 
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and he tried to look around. “Bauer all right?” 
he asked. 

He was talking rather thickly, and we thought 
perhaps his mind was rambling a little. But he 
came back to the same question when we had 
started moving again. 

“Bauer all right?” 

“Is Bauer your name?” I asked. 

“Name’s Utley,” he said. “Charles Utley. 
Bauer all right?” 

“Who in hell is this Bauer?” the other helper 
asked. 

“Don’t you know’m? Bauer. He all right?” 

“Yeah, he’s fine, Mac. He’s all right,” the other 
helper said. He had decided, and I agreed, that 
it was better to put his mind at rest. 

But Utley wasn’t satisfied. He frowned for 
quite a distance, then he said: “You sure?” 

“Sure what, Mac?” 

“He’s all right. Bauer. He here?” 

We asked ahead and we asked behind: “Any 
of you guys Bauer? You know where he is?” 

Bauer was not with us. One of the men with a 
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bad leg said: “Bauer he won’t never come out.” 

We struggled along for almost two hundred 
yards, and Utley was silent. I thought he had for- 
gotten all about what he had been talking about, 
until he said: 

“Shouldn’t’ve gone back. He never should’ve.” 

We knew he was talking about the same man. 

“Back where, Utley?” I asked. 

“Gun. No use. Never should’ve gone back.” 

“Why not?” I was interested in Bauer now. 

“All finished. We were all knocked round. 
Gun was jammed. Bauer he was bad hurt. Japs 
knew where we were, goddam bastards.” 

Quite a bit farther along, after we had sat Ut- 
ley down to rest beside the stream, and I had 
washed his face off, and he seemed much better, 
I said: “Now, do you think you could tell me 
exactly what happened, about Bauer I mean?” 

“Sure,” he said. “You know him?” 

“No, never seen him.” 

“Rugged. Nice guy, awful nice guy. Never 
should’ve gone back to that gun.” 

“Would you start right at the beginning?” 
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“Sure. We had this gun, see. Bauer, he was our 
boss. He’s a sergeant, rugged kind of guy. He 
told us they had said to get the gun set up beside 
the river. No use to do it from the beginning, 
see, cause we couldn’t register on the Japs, 
couldn’t even see ’em, say nothing of killing ’em. 
Trouble is they knew right where we were at, on 
account of that was the good place to cross the 
river. No use to the whole thing from the begin- 
ning.” 

The parade of staggering men began to move 
again, and as Utley did not offer right away to 
continue his story, I didn’t press him, since it 
probably wasn’t too good for him to think and 
talk too much. There was no stopping him think- 
ing about Bauer, though, and a bit farther on he 
said: “He shouldn’t have gone back. Who let him 
go back anyway?” 

After another short rest, I asked him to go on 
about the gun and so forth. 

“No use to the damn thing,” he said. “We no 
more’n begun to approach-fire, see, when the 
Japs put it right on us and we couldn’t see where 
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the hell they was at. We tried the best we could 
but it wasn’t much use to it. They had us and 
we didn’t have them not in the least. Then this 
grenade or mortar or some goddam thing it hit 
us. Oh gee, that was something bad. All white, 
see, it made your eyes go. And a hell of a noise like 
I never heard and I hope to die I never do again. 
Well see, it knocked us around like a bunch of 
damn alley pins.” 

“Was that when you got yours?” 

“Yeah, that’s what done this to me. Geez, I 
never felt like this before at all, what you guess 
it could be from, like this? No bullets, no blood. 
Just around my chest it’s so hard to breathe. Well 
anyway, Bauer he was dizzy just like all the rest 
of us and apparently no scratches, just gaga like 
us. We all crawled back over a hump kind of a 
place and left our machine gun turned over but 
looked like it was okay down there.” 

This was apparently the gun we had heard in 
unsuccessful debate with the Japanese gun. 

“Bauer, the damn fool, I shouldn’t say that, 
you wouldn’t find a better man, he lay there hurt 
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like the rest of us behind this mound but then 
he got up and said: ‘I’ll show those sonsabitches,’ 
and ran right on down and he was just turning 
the gun right-side to when another one of those 
big damn things came and landed right behind 
him, oh jiminy, it was awful. You see we could 
see his back was all blood and I guess he was dead. 
We moved back then because it doesn’t rain twice 
but it rains three times and we knew there’d be 
another of those things over with everybody’s 
name on it. That’s all it was.” 

We were silent for a long time. Now that the 
morphine had had time to ease his pain, Utley’s 
body was stronger just as his mind was clearer. 
But from then on, except for little remarks about 
how he could help us help him, he only said: 

‘‘He shouldn’t’ve gone back. Why in the hell 
did he have to go on back?” 


The farther we went, the harder the going 
seemed to be. We all became tired, and the hurt 
men slowed down considerably. There were 
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some steep places where we had to sit U tley down 
in the mud, and slide him down ten feet to the 
stream; in other places, uphill, we had to form 
a chain of hands and work him up very slowly. 
It was almost dark by the time we had reached 
the thin place, and by the time we had nego- 
tiated the last, open steep, it was hard to tell the 
difference between the wounded men and the 
bearers. 

Heaven, if it looks anything like the view that 
greeted us when we regained the top of the ridge, 
will be a welcome sight. I have never seen any- 
thing so beautiful. It was dusk. The air had gone 
immaculately clean, and all that had been so soft 
and mysterious in the morning was now hard 
purple fact. Florida, Tulagi and Savo stood up 
out of the crystalline sea positively, and the 
heights of Point Esperance, uncovered now, 
were perfectly defined. Point Cruz, Lunga Point, 
every feature of the landscape was clean and defi- 
nite— an assurance of reality. I guess that is why 
the scene seemed so beautiful: it was so real, it 
was a quiet wakening after a bad dream. 
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The advance dressing station was set up on 
the military crest at just about the point where 
we had gone down into the valley. It consisted 
merely of a collection of equipment— stretchers, 
boxes of medicines, bandages, chlorine to purify 
water, operating gear. Four stretchers had been 
raised up on their ends and leaned against each 
other, and a poncho had been thrown over the 
top, as a crude little tent. As hospitals go, this 
was basic. 

The commanding officer, to whom we turned 
over the wounded, was Lieutenant Commander 
William W. New, U.S.N.R., a kind of young 
military David Harum. I had met him back in 
camp the night before we left, and had liked him 
immensely. He had come up to Colonel Sims’s 
tent and sat down at the root of a tree, with a 
cigar in his mouth, silent for a long time. Then, 
without removing the cigar, he had asked: 
“Reckon we can get any more stretcher bearers 
for out there?” Colonel Sims had said he thought 
not. Doc New said that anyone who thought two 
men were enough for a stretcher was very old- 
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fashioned; that in this country there were places 
where six wouldn’t be too many. Colonel Sims 
said we would just have to do the best we could; 
whereupon Doc New changed the subject. 

The first thing Doc New did when he reached 
his bivouac on the battlefield was to take things 
into his hands in a most unusual way. He sent a 
dispatch to divisional headquarters: “Need ad- 
ditional stretchers and one hundred bearers.’’ Of 
course the request was countermanded as soon 
as regimental command learned about it. But 
Doc New was quite right, from the medical if 
not from the military point of view: there simply 
were not enough men to help the wounded off the 
field. 

Doc New has a round face, a bristly mustache, 
and teeth which are not so much repaired as 
illuminated with gold. He comes from Guthrie, 
Oklahoma, and he is very careful with his lan- 
guage. When he gets excited, he rolls off such 
exclamations as “Dadgummitdingwhiz.’’ The 
morning before we went out into the field, he 
pressed three cigars on me, and every time we 
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met on the battlefield he offered me another— 
and through all the rain and mud and work he 
kept his supply quite dry. 

When we turned our decrepit band over to 
him. Doc New took up his activity as if possessed. 
He hurried from man to man, and if they wore 
no tags, he asked abruptly what was wrong and 
what had been done for them. He tagged them 
and sorted them and questioned them and put 
them on stretchers and took their pulse and gave 
them a drink and threw ponchos over them, and 
altogether was so busy with them that they looked 
as if they might almost prefer to be back in the 
valley. But under his firm hand they soon felt 
much better. 


A GHOST walked up to me on that ridge— or at 
least I thought it was one. It was Captain Rigaud. 
I had no idea that he would be out ahead of me. 

“What became of you?” he asked. “I looked 
all over for you.” 

I told him that I had come out with some of 
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the wounded, and said that I was sorry if I caused 
him any worry. He hadn’t been around when I 
left Company H, and I had asked some of the 
headquarters group to tell him what I was doing; 
evidently they forgot. “But how did you beat 
me out?” I asked. “I thought I was way ahead of 
you.” 

“We took a shortcut. We came up over there.” 
He pointed along the ridge. They had come up 
at the very spot where they had decided not to 
go down in the morning because of the steep- 
ness. A precipice would have been negotiable as 
an exit from the valley. 

Captain Rigaud tried to apologize for his men 
again: “The Japs sure had their mortars right 
on,” he said. “There was nothing those fellows 
with the guns could do.” 

“Too bad we didn’t have Lou Diamond to 
send some mortar fire back at them,” I said. 

“You know Lou?” he said. 

I told him I had seen Lou in action, and that 
a couple of the men had told me that he was in 
Company H. 
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“Yeah,” he said, “if we’d had Lou, it would 
have been a different story.” Then after a pause 
he said: “What ’re you going to do now? You go- 
ing back to the States?” 

“Not tonight,” I said. “But soon, I guess.” 

“What I’d give to be you,” he said. 

After what I had seen him do in the valley 
that afternoon, in the face of fear in his ranks 
and in his own heart, I would have given some- 
thing to be Captain Rigaud, homesickness and 
all. 

I remembered Bauer, so I went over to one of 
Doc New’s corpsmen and asked if anyone had re- 
ported him. The corpsman said a group had 
already gone down into the valley to look for 
him. 

There were both corpsmen and bandsmen in 
the group. They had stood on the ridge all after- 
noon and heard the music in that valley, so they 
knew what they were going into. 

It was pitch dark when those heroic boys found 
Bauer. They were in territory, remember, where 
snipers had been all around, and where, if they 



[ii8] 

betrayed themselves by the slightest sound, they 
would have mortar fire pouring down on them. 

They found Bauer lying just about where 
Utley and the others had last seen him. He had 
dragged himself away from the gun a bit into a 
place of partial cover. 

One of the bandsmen whispered: “How you 
feel, Mac?” 

Bauer whispered: “I think I can make it.” 

The men fashioned a crude stretcher out of 
two rifles and a poncho, and started out. Bauer 
was in bad shape. He was conscious, but that was 
about all. He seemed very uncomfortable lying 
flat on the poncho, and during one of the rests 
he struggled to sit up. Two of the boys reached 
down to help him, and one of them, Sergeant 
Lewis Isaak, a clarinetist, found out the nature 
of Bauer’s wound— by putting his hand right in 
the middle of it. It was a big, soft, warm, wet 
place in the man’s back, and in the dark it gave 
Isaak the shivers. Bauer groaned a little when 
Isaak put his hand in the place. 

Now that the wound was located, one of the 
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corpsmen put a crude dressing on it. He just felt 
for the extent of it, cleaned it off as best he could, 
and planked a big flat dressing, damn near as 
big as a bedsheet, over it. He and another gave 
Bauer two shots of morphine. 

The only way the group could find their way 
was to follow, hand over hand, a telephone wire 
which some wirestringer had carried into that 
hot valley. One stayed out in front, tracing the 
wire and whispering directions. One man took 
each corner of the stretcher. In the darkness they 
had a terrible time making any headway. Besides 
all the things we had had to contend with earlier 
in the day, they now were carrying a dying man, 
and they could not see where. They would bump 
into trees and stumble over roots. It took several 
seconds to find footing for each step. The load, 
the worry and the darkness wore them out fast, 
and they had to stop for frequent rests. 


There happened to be two boys named Cox in 
the gang carrying Bauer, and nobody, not even 
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the two Coxes, knew that there were two Coxes. 
That led to some trouble. 

One of them was Private Charles Cox, a very 
tall southern boy, slightly deaf but nevertheless 
a bass horn player in the regimental band. He 
had been working on some other wounded all 
day, and he was practically a casualty, he was so 
tired. 

When they came to one of their resting places 
and put Bauer down. Private Charles Cox an- 
nounced in a whisper that he was so durn tired 
he was going to have to snatch a nap; and for 
goodness sakes to wake him up when they started 
up again. A couple of the others who knew him 
whispered okay. 

He picked himself a rootless hollow, flopped 
down, put his hands back of his head, and turned 
off his consciousness like an electric light. 

About ten minutes later the gang decided to 
move on. Charles Cox had pulled himself away 
from the rest, and the ones who had promised to 
wake him did not know exactly where he was. 
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So Isaak spoke out softly: “Coxl Come on, Cox, 
we’re moving.” 

“I’m here,” said the Cox who was not Charles, 
“I’m all ready.” 

The bearers raised Bauer and went along. 
Charles Cox went right on sleeping. 

He woke up about midnight. It took him a 
couple of seconds to realize where he was, and 
when he did, his first thought was to curse the 
supposed pals who had failed to waken him. 

But then he left off cursing them because he 
realized what a hell of a mess he was in. He was 
alone in a jungle full of Japs. He had no rifle 
because of the work he was doing. He had got 
separated from the wire, which was his only 
chance of finding his way out in the dark. He de- 
cided there was nothing to do but sit tight and 
hope for the best in the morning. 

Needless to say, Charles Cox did not fall asleep 
again that night, even though a few hours before 
he had been so tired he could hardly hold his 
head up. Sounds grew big beyond proportion. 
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until the rubbing together of two branches 
seemed like whole regiments crashing through 
the bush. 

As soon as light began to show the pattern of 
branches and leaves overhead, he started to move 
stealthily back to friendly country. After day had 
really broken, he found the trail and walked 
along it. He had turned around so much that he 
was not certain he was going in the right direc- 
tion. 

At one point he drew sniper fire. He hit the 
ground and crawled for cover. Before he showed 
up again among the friends who had not made 
sure of his being awake, he crawled, slid, hid, 
walked and ran about eight frightened miles. 


After they moved on and left the sleeping Cox, 
the corpsmen and bandsmen came to a steep 
place where they found that they could not han- 
dle Bauer without help; and so about three men 
went up to get fresh carriers. 

Sergeant Isaak and one or two others stayed 
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with the wounded man. Isaak tried to soothe his 
pain and make things easy for him in the only 
ways he could imagine. He held Bauer’s head 
and spoke to him softly. 

Men who are wounded do not talk rhetori- 
cally; famous last words are usually edited after 
the fact. Bauer’s sentences were simple requests: 
“Help me sit up, will you please, oh God my 
stomach . . .’’ 

Then when he was up he hurt more than ever, 
so he said: “No, no. I’ve got to lie down, do it 
slowly.’’ 

Then Bauer whispered: “Say fellows, would 
you help me to take a crap? My stomach hurts, if 
I could just take a crap.’’ 

They took his pants down, propped him up 
and held him in such a way that he could do what 
he wanted. Afterwards he felt a little better. He 
leaned back seeming to be exhausted. 

For a few moments his head tossed quickly 
from side to side. Then he said very softly: “I 
wish I could sleep.” 

The wish was fulfilled: he dropped off in ap- 
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parent peace. He gave a few short breaths and 
then just stopped breathing. When the others 
got back, a corpsman examined him, and pro- 
nounced Sergeant Bauer, who had not been satis- 
fied to stay under cover when there was a machine 
gun to be fired, dead. 


I NEVER DID find out exactly how many men were 
killed, and how many wounded in that valley. It 
would have been hard to be statistical about that 
little incident. But I do know that one less died 
than would otherwise have, if Doc New hadn’t 
been mighty handy in an emergency. 

This one was Major O’Brien, Captain Ri- 
gaud’s Battalion commander— the one to whom 
the Captain had addressed his request for per- 
mission to withdraw. 

The Major had been hurt by the same mortar 
fire as we had encountered. He was carried out 
of the valley by corpsmen and was turned over 
to Doc New at his dressing station on top of the 
ridge. 
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At the time when Doc New first examined 
him, the Major was a dying man. He was in abso- 
lute shock. He was gray as ashes in the face. His 
hands were cold. You could not feel his pulse. 

He had suffered a bad flesh wound from mor- 
tar shrapnel above his left knee, and he had an- 
other shrapnel wound in his right hand. He had 
obviously lost a great deal of blood. Doc New 
realized that plasma and lots of it was all that 
could save this man. Administering plasma there, 
with mud for an operating table and filth and 
Japs all around, was a ticklish job. 

Doc New had to maintain blackout. He had 
also to try to keep the man warm, to help him 
come out of shock. To serve both these ends, 
most of his corpsmen gave up what little shelter 
they had against the cold and damp night, their 
ponchos. Working feverishly, interposing such 
expressions as “Dadgummit” and “Gollyding- 
whiz,” he covered first the wounded man, then 
his own head and shoulders, with ponchos. I am 
not positive that Doc New ever took his cigar out 
of his mouth. 
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With a flashlight in one hand and a transfusion 
needle in the other, with a dentist for an assistant 
and a chaplain for a nurse, he got the Major 
ready to take some plasma. Before the first unit 
of 250 cc. was all in, the patient came out of his 
coma. By the time the second was in, he was able 
to speak. By morning he was able to talk to his 
C.P. on a field phone, stand the ride on a stretcher 
down to the beach road, and sit up in a jeep on 
the way back to the hospital. 


When I got back to Colonel Sims’s command 
post, my friends offered me a ready-made fox- 
hole. It was already nearly dark, and all along the 
ridge the marines, who looked like strangely ani- 
mated dead men, were wrapping themselves in 
ponchos, stretching themselves out stiff in their 
gravelike holes, and doing everything by way of 
last rites except to scoop the dirt in over them- 
selves. My clothes were soaked and caked with 
mud, the Japs were much closer than they had 
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been during the first, sleepless night, and artil- 
lery fire was just as frequent— but this time I 
dropped off within five minutes and slept dream- 
lessly all night long. 

I was wakened by the first of an artillery bar- 
rage and a responding cry from an exultant ma- 
rine: “Aha! Reveille, you lousy Japs!” 

The sunrise that morning, after the slop and 
terror of the day before, was one of the most 
beautiful things a lot of marines had ever seen. 
One named Bill said: “Any one who can’t see 
beauty in that doesn’t deserve to live. My mother 
would like to see that. ‘Dear Mom : You should’ve 
seen the sunrise this morning. . . .’ ” 

A few of us felt that we would rather die than 
start that day without some hot coffee. We 
scoured around for some dry wood and finally, 
at the upper edge of a coral precipice, found 
some little bushes that had been a season dead 
and weathered. We broke twigs up into tiny fag- 
gots about twice the size of matches. We lit up 
and found to our delight that the twigs burned 
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with a light blue haze, which was not a betrayal. 
One fellow who had not helped us gather the 
twigs kept putting his canteen cup right over 
the best part of the fire, until one of the others 
snapped at him: “Didn’t you never hear of that 
old American custom, no work no eat? Scram, 
Mac.” 

After our coffee, feeling much less decrepit, we 
went out onto the utmost ridge before the valley 
of the Matanikau. It stuck out over and into the 
jungle like a promontory intruding on some 
dark sea. 

There were lookout posts stationed on this 
ridge, and so we could see all there was to be 
seen of that morning’s action. Operations, we 
found, proceeded according to plan— the formal 
way of saying “with moderate but unspectacular 
success.” 

At 8:50 we saw two men, then a large group, 
move up onto the ridge on the other side of the 
river which lay nearest the beach. One of this 
group, we could see through field glasses, peeled 
out yellow and black semaphore flags and sig- 
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nailed: “Have taken hill. Moving down to 
beach.” 

Across from us, on higher ridges not so close 
to the shore, we saw marines spread out white 
cloth panels to show our aviation where not to 
bomb. Our planes spread-eagled out beyond, 
making the valleys sound and resound. 

I heard a marine chanting: “All right, ladies 
and gent’men, step right up and take a peek. Ten 
cents a look, it’s wonderful, it’s romantic. Don't 
miss it. Only ten cents. . . .” 

There was quite a line of marines waiting to 
look through this man’s observation telescope set 
up on a tripod at the front edge of a foxhole. Of 
course they weren’t paying dimes to look through 
it, but each man got down on his belly in the fox- 
hole, squinted, drew in his breath, muttered an 
exclamation of pleasure, then yielded up the 
scope. Curious, I took my place in the line. 

I saw first a blurred circle. When I had fo- 
cussed, I saw that the scope was trained on the 
sandspit running across the mouth of the Matani- 
kau. On the spit, in frozen attitudes of prostrate 
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haste, were a whole bunch of dead bodies. It was 
easy to see by the wrapped leggings that they were 
Jap bodies. 

A few hours later I found out why those bodies 
were there. They were testimony to the bitterest 
clash of the whole three-day battle. On my way 
back into camp I went to the river mouth, and as 
I looked at Japanese bodies curled in foxholes 
and sprawled on the spit— marine bodies had al- 
ready been removed— I felt a tug at my sleeve and 
a bitter voice saying; “We meet again.” The 
voice belonged to a captain of the Raiders. He 
told me what had happened. Apparently Edson 
had had trouble getting rid of the company on 
his side of the river, and so called on the men who 
do or die in the worst jams in Guadal, the Raid- 
ers. During the previous night, the Japs had de- 
cided to make a break for the spit, their only 
avenue of escape. They mounted a terrifying at- 
tack. About half the Japs started screaming and 
shouting, while the other half advanced silently 
and slipped into foxholes with the marines, who 
had no way of knowing whether their silent visit- 
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ors were advancing enemy or retreating friends. 
But in the close-in knife work which followed, 
the marines evidently got the best of it, to judge 
by the number of Jap bodies in the holes. Of 
those who broke through, most were apparently 
cut down on the spit. There were seventy Jap 
bodies in the vicinity, members of the Second 
Company of the Fourth Regiment of the Sendai 
Division, big Japs in brand new uniforms, carry- 
ing brand new packs containing brand new spare 
socks and brand new rice bags. The Raiders lost 
thirteen dead and had twenty-seven wounded. 

After my turn at the scope, I rejoined some of 
Sims’s headquarters group who were out on that 
ridge. One of them told me he had just seen a 
flare near the beach of the color and type which 
meant: “No assistance needed.” Apparently 
things were in hand. 

Five minutes later a signalman appeared on 
the hill near the beach and semaphored: “Fox 
Company has reached the beach.” 

About fifteen minutes after that two or three 
wild pigs, such as are to be found on Guadal, were 
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apparently killed in or near the little collection 
of palm-leaf huts that used to be Matanikau Vil- 
lage, for we heard the most blood-chilling 
screams, such as you hear at an abattoir. One of 
the marines chilled my blood a few extra degrees 
by remarking calmly: “Might be boars scream- 
ing just like men. On the other hand, might be 
men screaming something like pigs.” 

The action was drawing to a close. I heard a 
command go out: “Whaling group reorganize 
and withdraw by beach road at once.” And a few 
minutes later this command went out to Puller, 
who was leading the deepest penetration of 
Sims’s men: “Execute reconnaissance with your 
battalion along coast toward Kokombona. Do 
not become involved in large action. Be prepared 
to withdraw on order by beach road.” 


Before the battle was over and the lines dis- 
solved and trickled back into camp, I wanted to 
see Captain Rigaud again. I inquired around and 
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learned that his bivouac was not far from Colonel 
Sims’s. 

His bivouac lay in a kind of amphitheater 
cupped between two fingers of a ridge. The men 
were scattered around over an area of about two 
hundred yards square— sitting on the edges of 
their side-hill foxholes, holding their shoes in 
hand and scraping the mud off, cleaning small 
arms, taking off their shirts and spreading them 
out to dry. 

The air this morning was bland, and in Ri- 
gaud’s amphitheater it seemed especially soft. 
The sun beat down and warmed those marines 
and melted away the cold thing that had settled 
hard inside them the afternoon before. Now, 
with their guessing that the battle was almost 
over, they relaxed in the warmth, and you could 
hear throaty laughs, the short explosions that fol- 
low dirty jokes, bouncing around the bivouac. 

Captain Rigaud was sitting near a radio post. 
He did not seem to be doing anything at the mo- 
ment when I came up, just looking out between 
the grassy fingers over Lunga Point, with its 
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exact fringe of bright green palm, on over the 
sky-blue sea toward the sea-blue sky. He jumped 
a little when I spoke to him. 

“Oh hello,” he said. “You look terrible.” 

“Thank you. So do you.” 

I didn’t know then about me, but he certainly 
was a mess. His third morning of beard had be- 
gun to put a dark cross-hatch on his pale cheeks 
and chin. His uniform was caked with mud. The 
circles under his eyes were no smaller and no less 
tired. His slender violinist’s hands were dirty. 

He at once began apologizing for the third 
time for what his men had done. “The Japs sure 
had us located, didn’t they? That mortar fire was 
right on. No way of telling where it was coming 
from right in that pocket there.” 

I couldn’t say what I wanted to, so I just asked 
what kind of mortars the Japs used, and he said 
the firing down there had come, most probably, 
from mortars very much like our own 8i-mm. 
Stokes-Brandt. I sat down on the hillside, and two 
or three of Rigaud’s lieutenants meandered over 
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and sat down too, and for a while I asked some 
questions and they gave the answers on some 
technical things. 

Then I asked what the orders were for Com- 
pany H that morning. 

“We’re just supposed to stand by for now,’’ 
Captain Rigaud said. “I expect we’ll have to go 
in to do some cleaning up sooner or later. Guess 
there’s only one thing we can bank on: we aren’t 
going home.’’- 

I asked how the casualties had been in the 
Company in the valley. 

“We don’t really know yet. Not too bad, I 
hope.’’ I couldn’t tell whether to believe his 
words or his face. 

“Oh say,” I said, “I took three of your men out 
to help with some hurt fellows. I should have 
asked your permission. I’m sorry.” 

All he said was: “Good. That’s three more.” 

I asked Captain Rigaud how the whole three 
day battle seemed to have shaped up. 

“Not too good,” he said. “Just a half-way sue- 
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cess, I guess. The Japs seem to have pulled out 
last night, from what I hear. I don’t think we 
caught as many as we wanted to.” I learned later 
that two hundred Jap bodies were found on the 
field. The Japs had evidently pulled out in quite 
a hurry, because they left packs and other equip- 
ment behind. The Marines lost sixty dead— their 
worst casualties in any single operation on 
Guadal up to that time. 

“We didn’t move fast enough,” one of the 
lieutenants said. 

“We got to be better on communications,” an- 
other said. “Jeez, the way we got scared by G and 
E Companies yesterday.” 

“I guess you got a lousy impression of the way 
us guys operate,” one of them said to me. “We’re 
not the bums of the world, really.” 

1 wanted to tell Captain Rigaud how much I 
admired him and those bums of his, but I just 
said: “Anything I can do for any of you when I 
get back?” 

“Oh no thanks,” Captain Rigaud said. “I guess 



[i37l 

we’ll be coming back in this afternoon or tomor- 
row anyhow.” 

“No,” I said. “I mean when I get back to the 
States.” 

The men answered after a pause. 

“Say, eat me a piece of blueberry pie, would 
you?” one said. 

“I wonder if you’d give my mother a telephone 
call in Bronxville,” another said. “From New 
York it’s only about thirty cents.” 

I turned to Captain Rigaud. “Anything for 
you. Captain?” 

“You going to New York?” he asked. 

“Yes. ” 

“Well, if you go through a place called Oris- 
kany Falls, wish you’d tell my folks you saw 
me. 

I said I would have to say more than that. 

“And then when you get to New York,” he 
said, “I want you to take a hot bath, in a bath tub, 
long one, about twenty minutes. Then put on a 
soft white shirt, with a good-looking tie, and a 
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double-breasted blue suit. And then go out and— 
what’s a good bar in New York?” 

“Oh, I don’t know, there are lots.” 

“Well, go to one of them that’s good and walk 
up to the bar and order two Tom Collinses, tall 
ones. One is for you and one belongs to Captain 
Charles Rigaud. I don’t care how you drink 
yours, gulp it for all I care; but Captain Rigaud’s 
drink, sip it, take a half an hour if you got to. And 
you may as well mumble something formal, like 
a toast. Drink a toast to Company H. If they 
aren’t on Guadal, they’ll be way the hell and gone 
out somewhere. Yeah, that’s a good idea. Do 
that.” 
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